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Abstract
The recent scholarly reemphasis on the unity of the book of Isaiah, a unity 
variously conceived and explained, is the context within which the present study of 
kingship in the book of Isaiah is conducted. The approach adopted comes under the 
umbrella of approaches that can be dubbed synchronic.
One aspect of the unity of the book recently explored is that of thematic 
unity, though studies to date serve to highlight differences more than similarities in 
their thematic exploration of kingship. The effective side-lining of Isaiah 36-39 in 
discussions of kingship in the book of Isaiah has meant that the kingship theme has 
not been seen as contributing to the book’s thematic unity. The present thesis 
demonstrates that Isaiah 36-39 effect the required ‘transition’ between earlier and 
later views of kingship in the book of Isaiah.
The figure of Hezekiah in Isaiah 36-39 is found to be crucial, for he is made 
the mouthpiece for the ideology of the narrative. An Assyrian attack (chs.36-37) is 
in effect one directed personally at Hezekiah, whose position as king is threatened. 
Hezekiah’s idealisation (or criticism) is not the point of this and the following two 
stories. His ‘routine’ resort to the temple (37.1,14) is an acknowledgement of the 
higher kingship of YHWH, as his prayer (37.16-20) makes clear. Hezekiah’s life- 
threatening illness (ch.38) is to be viewed as another ‘attack’ on him, and raises the 
issue of succession and the future of the royal house. As voiced by Hezekiah 
himself, the future role of king and sons is to be seen in terms of worship in the 
“house of YHWH” (38.20,22), which in this book speaks of divine kingship. The 
unrecognised ‘attack’ of ch.39 results in the prophecy of loss of royal treasure and 
exile of royal sons (not national destruction and deportation). The prophecy leaves 
Hezekiah strangely undisturbed (39.8), and his response is to be understood as an 
acknowledgement that YHWH’s kingship is what really matters.
The focus on the figure of Hezekiah within chs.36-39 is due to the fact that 
in his person the Davidic king accepts the demise of the royal house because of the 
‘compensating fact’ of divine kingship.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE UNITY OF THE BOOK OF ISAIAH
There is a current scholarly trend towards ‘final form’ studies of the book of 
Isaiah. This has been frequently surveyed in recent times,1 23making an exhaustive 
survey in the present thesis unnecessary. This trend takes place within the wider 
context in biblical studies of the rise of the so-called ‘literary approach’, with its 
interest in the current form of biblical texts," as opposed to older source studies with 
their overriding genetic interest in the (postulated) stages by which a book may 
have reached its present form. My focus on the final form of Isaiah is to be seen as 
part of this move to treat biblical texts as unities. We are yet to discover whether the 
new interest is a sustained trend, or just another passing fashion or fad within the 
world of biblical scholarship. With regard to the book of Isaiah, there is the
J. Vermeylen, “L’unité du livre d’Isaïe,” in The Book o f Isaiah -  Le livre d ’Isaïe. Les 
oracles et leur relectures. Unité et complexité de l ’ouvrage (ed. J. Vermeylen; BETL 81; 
Leuven: Leuven University/Peeters, 1989) 11-27; Graham Davies, “The Destiny of the 
Nations in the Book of Isaiah,” 106-114 (in the same volume); Rolf Rendtorff, “The Book 
of Isaiah: A Complex Unity. Synchronic and Diachronic Reading,” in New Visions of 
Isaiah (eds. Roy F. Melugin and Marvin A. Sweeney; JSOTSS 214; Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1996) 32-49; John J. Schmitt, Isaiah and His Interpreters (New 
York/Mahwah, New Jersey: Paulist Press, 1986); Marvin A. Sweeney, “The Book of 
Isaiah in Recent Research,” Currents in Research 1 (1993) 141-162; H.G.M. Williamson, 
The Book Called Isaiah: Deutero-Isaiah’s Role in Composition and Redaction (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1994) 1-18; Paul D. Wegner, An Examination o f Kingship and Messianic 
Expectation in Isaiah 1-35 (Lewiston, NY: Mellen Biblical Press, 1992) 13-62; Katheryn 
Pfisterer Darr, Isaiah’s Vision and the Family o f God (Literary Currents in Biblical 
Interpretation; Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1994) 13-22; Edgar W. Conrad, 
Reading Isaiah (OBT; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991) 3-27; J. Barton, Isaiah 1-39 
(OTG; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995) 83-122; Marvin E. Tate, “The Book of 
Isaiah in Recent Study,” in Forming Prophetic Literature: Essays on Isaiah and the 
Twelve in Honor o f John D. W. Watts (eds. James W. Watts and Paul R. House; JSOTSS
235; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996) 22-56.
2 See M.A. Powell, The Bible and Modern Literary Criticism: A Critical Assessment and 
Annotated Bibliography (Bibliographies and Indexes in Religious Studies 22; New York: 
Greenwood, 1992).
3 Seitz shows himself the student of Childs in his determination to ask theological 
questions about the new interest in unitary readings (“Isaiah and the Search for a New 
Paradigm: Authorship and Inspiration,” in Word Without End: The Old Testament as
objective fact of the single literary whole, comprising sixty-six chapters, all under 
one heading (1.1), and “this given datum of the form of the book must be regarded 
as a feature requiring explanation”.* 4 The present thesis attempts a thematic 
exploration of kingship within the book as presently constituted.
1.1 The Legacy of Duhni
Though not the first scholar to suggest that different parts of the book were 
to be ascribed to different authors,5 Bernhard Duhrn’s landmark 1892 commentary 
set trends, leading to wide ‘recognition’ of Isaiah as a composite work.6 It is the 
legacy of Duhm that for the most part the book of Isaiah has been interpreted by 
critical scholars as comprising two (maybe three) separate (‘hermetically sealed’?) 
parts, which bear little real relationship one to the other, namely chs.1-39, 40-66 (or 
40-55, 56-66). This division was accepted by virtually all critical scholars and was 
treated as the foundation for critical study.7 This continues to be reflected in many 
commentaries.
Duhm had a number of reasons for the conclusions he reached, one being his 
assessment of chs.36-39, the chapters of particular interest in this thesis. He argued 
that they had their original home in the book of Kings (2 Kgs 18.13-20.19), and 
were subsequently brought over into First Isaiah in order to form a conclusion
Abiding Theological Witness [Grand Rapids, Michigan/Cambridge, U.K.: Eerdmans, 
1998] 113,114). On p.122 he explicitly acknowledges his debt to Childs. According to
Seitz, “an interest in Isaiah’s unity need not be viewed as the latest scholarly fad. It might
well be a return to modes of reading quite time-honored and uncontroversial” (p.l 17).
4 R.E. Clements, “The Unity of the Book of Isaiah,” Interp 36 (1982) 117; Ackroyd also 
points to the objective fact of the ‘book’ (scroll), see “Theological Reflections on the Book 
of Isaiah: Three Interrelated Studies. I Theology of a Book,” King’s Theological Review 4 
(1981) 53-54, and he goes on to examine the earliest evidence for the book as a whole 
(pp.56-57).
5 See E.J. Young, Studies in Isaiah (London: Tyndale, 1954) 18-38 for a survey of earlier 
proponents.
6 Das Buch Jesaja übersetzt und erklärt (HKAT 3.1; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1892; 19224; 19683). References are to the 5th edition.
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(AbSchliessung), having the character of an historical postscript (geschichtlichen 
Nachträge) on analogy with Jeremiah 52 (originally located in Kings according to 
Duhm) which provided an historical conclusion to the book of Jeremiah.9 I do not 
wish to critique his arguments that have been largely forgotten by scholars who 
nonetheless have been only too ready to follow and build on his conclusions.10
1.1.1 Three ‘Independent’ Books
When Seitz discusses what he analyses as the three trends in current Isaiah 
research, the first is Isaiah as three independent books.11 The approach of Eissfeldt 
could be taken as an example, who gives separate treatment to chs.1-39, 40-55 and 
56-66. Ackroyd, Eissfeldf s translator, describes this as the “building block” view, 
though, as he admits, that would be less than fair to it.12 It works on the general 
assumption that blocks of material have been built up separately at different stages 
in the period between the activity of Isaiah of Jerusalem and the final stage of the 
book's formation, and an evidently recognizable block is chs.36-39. In such critical
8
7
O. Eissfeldt could be cited as a ‘classic’ example (The Old Testament: An Introduction 
[tr. P.R. Ackroyd from 3rd German edition; New York: Harper & Row, 1965] 303-346).
8 Das Buch Jesaja, 10.
9 On the relationship between Jeremiah 52 and 2 Kgs 25, see C.R. Seitz, Theology in 
Conflict: Reactions to the Exile in the Book o f Jeremiah (BZAW 176; Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter, 1989) 164-200. As Ackroyd notes (“Isaiah I-XII: Presentation of a Prophet,” 
Congress Volume: Gottingen 1977 [SVT 29; Leiden: Brill, 1978] 20,21), the supposedly 
analogous chapter [Jeremiah 52] contains no reference to the prophet, however the 
involvement of Isaiah the prophet is an important feature of Isaiah 36-39. However, to 
anticipate the findings of chapter 4 of this thesis, the concern to argue for the essential 
connection of chs.36-39 with the prophetic book more generally should not blind us to the 
fact that King Hezekiah is the more prominent figure. Ackroyd finds more compelling 
analogies in Jeremiah 37-44 or Amos 7.9-17, or closer to home, Isaiah 6.1-9.6 (Isaiah 20 
or 22), and these analogies would suggest quite a different understanding of Isaiah 36-39.
10 As Seitz has helpfully pointed out (Zion’s Final Destiny: The Development o f the Book 
o f Isaiah. A Reassessment o f Isaiah 36-39 [Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991] 6ff).
11 Zion’s Final Destiny, 14-17.
12 “Theological Reflections on the Book of Isaiah: Three Interrelated Studies. II Theology 
of a Tradition,” King’s Theological Review 5 (1982) 8.
3
* 1 3 *analysis, notes Ackroyd, “ while some attention may be given to links between 
various blocks, greater stress inevitably rests upon the separate blocks themselves, 
and especially with regard to “the self-contained, stand-alone quality of chs.40-55”. 
The standard modern literary-critical division of Isaiah is no longer tenable as a 
complete approach to the book of Isaiah in that it does not reflect or explain the 
measure of unity that can be seen in the book.14
1.1.2 The ‘School of Isaiah’
Sigmund Mowinckel raised the possibility that Isaiah of Jerusalem started a 
school of disciples so that the book as a whole should be regarded as the work of 
his disciples (cf. Isa 8.16).15 Deutero-Isaiah belonged to the “Isaiah School”, and 
chs.56-66 were written by a group of Deutero-Isaiah’s pupils, so that a succession 
of disciples retained their identity until post-exilic times.16 In this scheme the focus 
is more on tradition criticism than on the literary development of the present book 
of Isaiah. Clements critiques this on the basis of the questionable assumption that 
the unity of the book of Isaiah is to be explained somehow as a unity based (still) on 
authorship. On this view, the book is not unified enough to assert one author for 
the whole, but enough to suggest a ‘school’, but how exactly such a judgment is to 
be made is not clear. Second Isaiah becomes not a totally independent prophet
13 “Theology of a Tradition,” 9.
14 See Gerald T. Sheppard, “The Book of Isaiah: Competing Structures according to a Late 
Modern Description of Its Shape and Scope,” in SBL 1992 Seminar Papers (ed. Eugine H. 
Lovering, Jr.; Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1992), 549.
15 Prophecy and Tradition: The Prophetic Books in the Light o f the Study o f the Growth 
and History o f the Tradition (A.N.V.A.O. II, No.3; Oslo: Jacob Dybwad, 1946) 67-70. He 
is followed by D.R. Jones, “The Traditio of the Oracles of Isaiah of Jerusalem,” ZAW 67 
(1955) 226-246; cf. J.H. Eaton, “The Origin of the Book of Isaiah,” VT 9 (1959) 141-143, 
who seeks to ground the theory on evidence for “prophetic societies” within Ancient 
Israel; idem, “The Isaiah Tradition,” in Israel’s Prophetic Tradition: Essays in Honour of 
Peter R. Ackroyd (eds. Richard Coggins, Anthony Phillips and Michael Knibb; 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982) 58-76, with Eaton emphasising the 
liturgical/cultic background to the different strata of the Isaianic tradition (p.74).
16 Eaton, “Origin ,” 152-155.
17 “Unity,” 119,120.
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whose collected sayings have somehow been added to an earlier collection (chs.l- 
39), but one who stands in a succession.
Verbal and thematic links between various parts of the book are detected, 
and in this respect the theory of a ‘school’ or an ‘Isaiah tradition’ represents an 
advance, but whether this particular theory of explanation does justice to the noted 
features is less certain.
1.1.3 Redaction Within Books
O.H. Steck argues for the editorial joining of two thoroughly independent 
sections, accomplished by ch.35, the redactional bridge between First and Second 
Isaiah, seeing no inherent connection between the various parts of the book at the 
level of initial composition itself. Steck, like Duhm, views the tradition-history of 
Second Isaiah as distinct from that of First Isaiah until the late post-exilic period, 
and even then, the merger of First with Second Isaiah is something externally 
imposed.19 Vermeylen claims to be able to identify some seven redactional stages 
in Isaiah 1-35, but it is questionable whether the evidence is sufficient to support 
the assumptions that such a detailed diachronic investigation requires. In the same 
mode, H. Barth identified a late seventh century “Assyrian Redaction” (Assur- 
Redaktion |AR]) in Isaiah 2-32. Unlike Vermeylen, he centres his investigation 
on one redaction which enables more thoroughness but even then Barth’s analysis 
is not totally convincing. Otto Kaiser’s commentaries on Isaiah 1-12 and 13-39
Bereitete Heimkehr: Jesaja 35 als redaktionelle Brücke zwischen dem Ersten und 
Zweiten Jesaja (SBS 121; Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1985).
19 Zion ’s Final Destiny, 24; Williamson for this reason puts Steck in the same category as 
Duhm (The Book Called Isaiah, 5,6).
J. Vermeylen, Du prophète Isaïe à l ’apocalyptique: Isaïe, I-XXXV, miroir d ’un demi-
millénaire d ’expérience religieuse en Israël (EBib; 2 vols.; Paris: Gabalda, 1977-78) I.
723-752; idem, “L’unité du livre d’Isaïe,” 28-53.
21 Die Jesaja-Worte in der Josiazeit: Israel und Assur als Thema einer produktiven 
Neuinterpretation der Jesajaüberlieferung (WMANT, 48; Neukirchen-Vluyn:
Neukirchener Verlag, 1977).
22 See Wegner, Examination, 41.
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emphasise a progressive expansion of the book in a series of discernable stages.24 
He believes redactors have so thoroughly reworked the earlier material that none 
from the eighth century prophet is recoverable in the present form of the book, yet 
if redactors have been so successful in covering traces of their work, this would at 
the same time dispose of the evidence Kaiser needs to establish his redactional 
scheme. Hans Wildberger traces redactional processes which led to the final 
formation of Isaiah 1-39 as a book before 400 B.C. and thinks in terms of a series of 
recensions. What links the above scholars, however disparate their editorial 
schemes for chs.1-39 in regard to detail, is that they tend to treat the chapters as 
self-contained and independent of Isaiah 40-66.
1.1.4 Global Redactions
On this view, the book as a whole is the result of a complicated process 
whereby different parts have been welded together by widespread redactions, as 
indicated by detectable editorial links between the parts. J. Becker27 pioneered the 
redaction-criticism of the book as a whole and argued for a theocratic tendency in 
the redaction,~ its purpose being to apply the old Davidic covenant to all Israel in 
order that the post-exilic community could be reconstituted as a theocracy under 
God's kingship. Becker’s view of the major themes and motives which linked the
2j Isaiah 1-12: A Commentary (OTL; 2nd Ed.; tr. John Bowden; London: SCM, 1983); 
Isaiah 13-39: A Commentary (OTL; tr. R.A. Wilson; London: SCM, 1974, 1980).
24 Isaiah 1-122, 1.
25 iSee Conrad, “Prophet, Redactor and Audience: Reforming the Notion of Isaiah’s 
Formation,’' in New Visions o f Isaiah (eds. Roy F. Melugin and Marvin A. Sweeney; 
JSOTSS 214; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996) 306-309, where he speaks of 
“the trick of the disappearing redactor”.
26 Jesaja 3. Teilband: Jesaja 28-39. Das Buch, der Prophet und seine Botschaft (BKAT 
10/3; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1982) 1529-1576.
27 Isaias -  der Prophet und sein Buch (SBS 30; Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1968) 
36-38; Vorwort: “In Rahmen des Buches kommt es zu interessanten Neuinterpretationen
isaianischer Texte durch die Redaktion.”
28 Isaias, 44; Becker tends to ascribe verses such as 24.23 and 33.17,22 as “redaktionellen 
Partien”. According to Becker, Isaiah 40-66 was redactionally added to chs.1-35, within 
which he identifies greater and lesser “redaktionellen Elementen” (e.g., 2.2-4[5]; 4.2-6).
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redactional sections of Isaiah makes it of interest and relevance to the present 
thesis. Scholars under this category who find linkages between the various ‘parts’ 
of Isaiah, and suggest redactional schemes to explain the links include Ackroyd,
9Qwho sees various redactional schemes as “sometimes too rigidly conceived”, 
Melugin,30 Childs,’1 Meade, who picks up on the work of Childs,32 Clements,3’ 
Beuken,’4 Albertz,36 Anderson,’6 Sheppard,37 Sweeney,jK and Seitz, who says that 
“the whole notion of Second and Third Isaiah depends in no small part on there 
being a clear First Isaiah. Such an Isaiah is not to be found”. Seitz, however, 
gives frank acknowledgement to the complexity of the formation of chs.1-39, and it
2) Ackroyd, “Theology of a Tradition,” 10.
The Formation o f Isaiah 40-55 (BZAW 141; Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 
1976).
31 Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979) 325-327.
32 Pseudonymity and Canon: An Investigation into the Relationship o f Authorship and 
Authority in Jewish and Earliest Christian Tradition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987) 26- 
43; quoting Childs with approval on pp.36,37.
33 “Unity,” 117-129; idem, “Beyond Tradition History: Deutero-Isaianic Development of 
First Isaiah’s Themes,” JSOT31 (1985) 95-113.
34 “Servant and Herald of Good Tidings: Isaiah 61 as an Interpretation of Isaiah 40-55,” in 
The Book o f Isaiah — Le livre d ’Isaïe (ed. J. Vermeylen; BETL 81; Leuven: Leuven 
University Press/Peeters, 1989) 411-442.
35 “Das Deuterojesaja-Buch als Fortschreibung der Jesaja-Prophetie,” in Die hebräische 
Bibel und ihre zweifache Nachgeschichte: Festschrift für Rolf Rendtorff zum 65. 
Geburtstag (eds. E. Blum, C. Macholz, and E.W. Stegemann; Neukirchen-Vluyn: 
Neukirchener Verlag, 1990) 241-256.
36 “The Apocalyptic Rendering of the Isaiah Tradition,” in The Social World o f Formative 
Christianity and Judaism: Essays in Tribute to Howard Clark Kee (eds. J. Neusner, Ernest 
S. Frerichs, Peder Borgen and Richard Horsley; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988) 17-38.
“The Book of Isaiah as a Human Witness to Revelation within the Religions of Judaism 
and Christianity,” in SBL 1993 Seminar Papers (ed. Eugene H. Lovering, Jr.; Atlanta, 
Georgia: Scholars Press, 1993) 274-280.
io
Isaiah 1-4 and the Post-Exilic Understanding o f the Isaianic Tradition (BZAW 171; 
Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1988) 7-8; idem, Isaiah 1-39 with An 
Introduction to Prophetic Literature (FOTL, XVI; eds. Rolf P. Knierim and Gene M. 
Tucker; Grand Rapids, Michigan/Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1996) 41: There is “no evidence chs. 1-39 ever constituted a distinct prophetic 
book separate from their present literary context in the book of Isaiah.”
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is clear that he in no way abandons historical-critical method.40 Seitz sees recent 
studies as demanding “a complete rethinking” of the three Isaiahs formulation,41 
arguing that the literary boundaries between the three Isaiahs “are not marked in 
any special way".42 Rendtorff examines the appearance and usage of a number of 
key terms and themes of Second Isaiah.4' On this basis, he argues that chs.40-55 
are central to the development of the book as a whole, Second Isaiah being the 
compositional core of the book of Isaiah. Rendtorff s work has called into question 
the ‘standard' model for the book’s growth, seeing Isaiah 40-55 as the core around 
which the book is constructed. Rendtorff does not seem to reckon with any 
knowledge of chs.1-39 on the part of the author of chs.40-55. Williamson in his 
monograph is consciously building on the work of Rendtorff44 and explores more 
fully the issues of whether, and to what extent, Deutero-Isaiah wrote in conscious 
dependence on and in elaboration of the work of Proto-Isaiah. Williamson argues
39
“Isaiah 1-66: Making Sense of the Whole,” in Reading and Preaching the Book o f 
Isaiah (ed. Christopher R. Seitz; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988) 111.
40 As clear from his monograph, Zion’s Final Destiny, which is reviewed and critiqued in 
good tradition-historical style by David M. Carr, “What Can We Say about the Tradition 
History of Isaiah? A Response to Christopher Seitz’s Zion's Final Destiny,” in SBL 1992 
Seminar Papers (ed. Eugine H. Lovering, Jr.; Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1992), 
583-597. Carr notes “how easy it is to read indicators of tradition history in reverse ways” 
(p.596).
4 “Making Sense of the Whole,” 125 n.14; idem, “Introduction: The One Isaiah// The 
Three Isaiahs,” in Reading and Preaching the Book o f Isaiah (ed. Christopher R. Seitz; 
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988) 13-22.
42 “Making Sense of the Whole,” 109; idem, “On the Question of Divisions Internal to the 
Book of Isaiah,” SBL 1993 Seminar Papers (ed. Eugine H. Lovering; Atlanta, Georgia: 
Scholars Press, 1993) 260-266.
4j “The Composition of the Book of Isaiah,” in Canon and Theology (tr. and ed. Margaret 
Kohl; OBT; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993) 146-169; especially his (tentative) 
conclusion on p.167: “chaps. 40-55 form the heart of the present composition and...the 
two other parts have been shaped and edited in its light, and point toward it” (suspension 
points mine); idem, The Old Testament: An Introduction (tr. John Bowden; London: SCM, 
1985) 198-200, where Rendtorff concludes: chs.40-55 “could have existed independently 
before being inserted into the present composition” (p.200), and Second Isaiah was a 
“model” for the shaping of the first part.
44 The Book Called Isaiah, 12.
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that Deutero-Isaiah revised materials within chs.1-33,45 so that “the literary deposit 
of Isaiah of Jerusalem was incorporated into his new work by Deutero-Isaiah from 
the very first”,46 and thus proposes that we might attempt “a reading specifically 
from within the standpoint of Deutero-Isaiah”.47
The scholars surveyed above have raised a number of considerations which 
support the view that the book of Isaiah is a redactional unity, chiefly: (1) chs.40-66 
build upon the themes, concepts and language of chs. 1-39, and (2) the first part of 
the book is presented in ways that anticipate the concerns of the second. In other 
words, the ‘two parts’ of the book cannot be properly understood in isolation from 
each other, but instead must be understood as two interrelated components of a 
redactionally unified whole. On the other hand, the different redactional schemes 
put forward for our acceptance, the marked differences between them, the different 
number of reputed redactions and editions, the different suggestions as to direction 
of influence, and so forth, suggest that definite conclusions using this methodology 
will not be possible. The survey raises methodological issues. What is attempted
48seems to inevitably produce a lack of methodological controls.
1.1.5 Genuine ‘Final Form’ Studies
The interest of the above mentioned scholars in the unity of the book by no 
means signals an abandonment of diachronic concerns, but at most, a readjustment 
of scholarly priorities.49 On the other hand, the following studies differ from the 
preceding in that, still with their individual differences, they hold in common that 
“an approach to the book of Isaiah by way of tracing the history of its composition 
will never lead to a satisfactory understanding of the present form of the work.”50
45 Evidence is presented in The Book called Isaiah, 116ff.46 The Book Called Isaiah, 188.47 The Book Called Isaiah, 244.48 Cf. M. Tsevat, “Common Sense and Hypothesis in Old Testament Study,” Congress Volume: Edinburgh 1974 (SVT XXVIII; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1975) 217-230.49 Cf. Rendtorff, “Complex Unity,” 33-34,40,45.50 Williamson, The Book Called Isaiah, 16.
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Conrad rejects an historical-critical approach in favour of a reader-response 
approach that focuses on the implied reader of a text to locate its meaning in the 
process of reading, and he quotes approvingly from Stanley Fish.51 Conrad seeks to 
understand the book of Isaiah strictly as a piece of literature. He views attempts to 
reconstruct its prior literary history as inherently subjective, and places his own 
approach within "Pragmatic" theories.52 For Conrad, “To continue to read biblical 
texts primarily as the signification of external realities of author intention and 
historical background is to isolate one's study from the larger practice of literary 
interpretation“51 -  something that Conrad does not want to do (and this is really his 
main criticism of historical-critical method). Conrad’s way of reading Isaiah is as a 
'literary collage“54 and as a “work of art in its own right apart from tracing its 
sources or its development“. Despite his trenchant critique of historical criticism, 
however, he concedes that his own reading reflects “the wealth of scholarship that 
the historical critical reading of Isaiah represents”.55 As well, his discussion of 
Isaiah’s royal narratives builds upon his earlier form-critical analysis of the “fear 
not“ oracles.56 His reading of Isaiah focuses on “The Lord’s Military Strategy” 
(ch.3) and the situation and characteristics of the “implied community” of the book 
(ch.4).
51 Reading Isaiah, esp. ch.l: “Choosing Reading strategies” (pp.3-33); S. Fish, Is There a 
Text in This Class? The Authority o f Interpretive Communities (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1980).
52 Reading Isaiah, 27ff.
53 Reading Isaiah, 29.
54 “The End of Prophecy and the Appearance of Angels/Messengers in the Book of the 
Twelve,” JSOT 73 (1997) 66,67; idem, “Reading Isaiah and the Twelve as Prophetic 
Books,” in Writing and Reading the Scroll o f Isaiah: Studies o f an Interpretive Tradition 
(eds. Craig C. Broyles and Craig A. Evans; SVT 70,1; Leiden: Brill, 1997) 3-4.
55 Reading Isaiah, 1.
56 Fear Not Warrior: A Study o f dl tira’ Pericopes in the Hebrew Scriptures (Brown 
Judaic Studies, 75; Chico, California: Scholars Press, 1985); Reading Isaiah, 34-51; cf. 
Sheppard, “Competing Structures,” 558-561.
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Barry Webb describes his brief study as “A Literary Approach to Isaiah”.57 
He examines the book as a whole, with the fact that it is “an objectively given entity 
with a very long history” being taken to mean that such a procedure needs “no 
justification”. Webb calls his approach “literary”, opposing it to what he calls 
“historical or sociological”, and states that “the way in which the various elements 
of the text interact with one another to produce meaning for the present reader is 
studied without reference to the putative background and development of the 
text.” He has an interesting discussion of subjectivity and objectivity in relation 
to such a reading of texts. The approach is owned to be “subjective” in that the 
meaning which emerges is the product of Webb’s personal interaction with the text, 
but he says: “Such subjectivity is an essential part of interpretation and requires no 
apology”, given that one's reading can contribute to others only so far as one sees 
what no one else has seen in the same text that may have been read many times 
before. On the other hand, claims Webb, the approach is “objective” in the sense 
that “the phenomena appealed to in the interpretation are at every point directly 
observable in the given text.”59 As well, the objectivity of a literary exercise is 
tested by whether other readers find the proffered interpretation convincing.60 
Webb’s thesis in a nutshell is that “the transformation of Zion is the key to both the 
formal and the thematic structure of the book as a whole”,61 and he finds the key to 
the transformation in the remnant concept.
57 “Zion in Transformation: A Literary Approach to Isaiah,” in The Bible in Three 
Dimensions: Essays in Celebration of Forty Years o f Biblical Studies in the University of 
Sheffield (eds. D.J.A. Clines, S.E. Fowl, S.E. Porter; JSOTSS 87; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 
1990), 65.
58 “Zion in Transformation,” 65.
59 “Zion in Transformation,” 65 n.2.
60 “Zion in Transformation,” 66: “To the extent that such an interpretation succeeds in 
persuading others of its validity it creates a community of understanding in relation to the 
text, but it never achieves the status of an objectively true or final statement of the text's 
meaning. The task of interpretation never ends.”
61 “Zion in Transformation,” 67.
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Miscall's brief commentary pays particular attention to intertextuality, and 
moves easily between different parts of Isaiah without any interest in or reference to 
traditional critical divisions.62 The context of any verse or paragraph for Miscall is 
the whole of Isaiah. Referring to such efforts at a final form study, it is admitted by 
Williamson, that they are justified in claiming that their approach is in one sense 
more objective than speculations about the growth of the book of Isaiah. In the 
present study I make no diachronic claims, and I would in a general way align my 
approach with theirs.
1.2 The Current Interest in Unity
The current interest in the unity of Isaiah is not a simple return to the pre- 
critical interpretation of single authorship, with all sixty-six chapters written by 
Isaiah of Jerusalem such as is still maintained by scholars like Young,64 Oswalt65 
and Motyer.66 In the various proposals to interpret the final form of Isaiah, ‘unity’ 
can mean different things, and need not signal the abandonment of the diachronic 
approach. Conrad and Webb urge the case for a more truly synchronic study, but 
even for these scholars, according to Williamson,68 it is a genuinely post-critical 
exercise, “one that does not deny that the book has grown up over an extended 
period of time, but which despairs of ever being able to reconstruct this process and 
which further denies that it is of value from the point of view of sound method even
62 Peter D. Miscall, Isaiah (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1995); idem, “Isaiah: The Labyrinth of 
Images,” Semeia 54 (1991) 103-121; “Isaiah: New Heavens, New Earth, New Book,” in 
Reading Between Texts: intertextuality and the hebrew bible (ed. Danna Nolan Fewell; 
Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992) 41-56.
63 The Book Called Isaiah, 17.
64 Who Wrote Isaiah? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1958), pp.35-40 devoted to the position 
of Isaiah 36-39 in the prophecy.
The Book o f Isaiah: Chapters 1-39 (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986).
66 The Prophecy o f Isaiah (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1993).
67 H.G.M. Williamson, “Synchronic and Diachronic in Isaian Perspective,” in Synchronic 
or Diachronic? A Debate on Method in Old Testament Exegesis (ed. Johannes C. de Moor; 
OTS 34; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1995) 213.
68 “Synchronic and Diachronic,” 213,214.
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to attempt to do so.’' I would concur with such a view. The reader cannot get 
'behind' the text of the present book of Isaiah. Conrad and Webb defend the 
book’s unity as a literary fact, with any attempt to trace its presumed evolution seen 
as fraught with insurmountable difficulties. I begin, then, with an assumption of 
coherence, which I wish by study to better understand.
1.2.1 Thematic Unity
Many recent studies have highlighted themes that run across ‘traditional’ 
critical boundaries within the book. Scholars are discovering that new interpretive 
possibilities are opened up by studying the (what they still may consider) traditio- 
historically disparate parts of the book in relation to one another. As noted by 
Sheppard, as a result of recent studies “our problem is no longer that there are so 
few obvious connections between parts of the book, but there are so many and they 
seem to be so independent and disparately related.”69 He himself further explores
n r\
the “fear not" theme already studied by Conrad, and shows that “a thematic 
approach or an emphasis on connective motifs enters a dense thicket of inner 
resonances within the book of Isaiah.”71 Clements makes much of recurrent themes 
and metaphors in the various parts of the book, and sees them as reflecting some
7?deeper ideological level of unity.
1.2.1.1 Distinctive Themes
Themes in Isaiah recently identified and studied include that of blindness 
and deafness,73 which is prominent in Second Isaiah (42.16,18-19; 43.8; 44.18), and
69 “Competing Structures,” 575.
70 “Competing Structures,” 575-577.
71 “Competing Structures,” 577.
72 “Zion as Symbol and Political Reality: A Central Isaianic Quest,” in Studies in the Book 
o f Isaiah: Festschrift Willem A.M. Beuken (eds. J. van Ruiten and M. Vervenne; BETL
CXXXII; Leuven: Leuven University Press/Peeters, 1997) 4,5.
73 Clements, “Unity,” 125,126; for the reuse and reapplication of these metaphors, idem, 
“Patterns in the Prophetic Canon: Healing the Blind and the Lame,” in Canon, Theology, 
and Old Testament Interpretation: Essays in Honor o f Brevard S. Childs (eds. Gene M.
13
appears based upon the commission of 6.9-10. Clements seeks to demonstrate that 
Second Isaiah was “familiar with the actual words recorded of Isaiah's call”.74 A.T. 
Aitken explores transformations of the hearing/seeing motif in the present literary
75form of Isaiah 1-39. Melugin traces “signs” in the Isaianic understanding of the 
prophetic word. J.J.M. Roberts follows the development of the eh.6 vision of 
God's holiness and its effect on all three parts of the book.77 Seitz finds the 
unifying feature in the concern for Zion, seeing a focus on Zion’s restoration 
throughout the book. J. Jensen understands YHWH’s plan as linking different 
parts of the book together.79 Davies surveys the role of foreign nations throughout 
the book , noting the “unusually positive form” the destiny of the nations plays 
both at the beginning and the end of the book in what he views as matching 
passages (2.2-4; 66.18-24). His survey demonstrates that the theme contributes to 
the book’s unity, but also that the variety of motifs and perspectives concerning 
the nations indicates that the unity produced “is not a unity of unanimity or even of
Tucker, David L. Petersen and Robert R. Wilson; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988) 189- 
200 .
74 “Deutero-Isaianic Development,” 104.
75 “Hearing and Seeing: Metamorphoses of a Motif in Isaiah 1-39,” in Among the 
Prophets: Language, Image and Structure in the Prophetic Writings (eds. Philip R. Davies 
and D.J.A. Clines; JSOTSS 144; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993) 12-41.
76 Formation, 178.
77 “Isaiah in Old Testament Theology,” Interp 36 (1982) 130-143; p. 131: “If there is any 
one concept central to the whole Book of Isaiah, it is the vision of Yahweh as the Holy
One of Israel”.
78 )Zion’s Final Destiny, ix-x: “The thesis pursued here [in Seitz’ book] is that the book of 
Isaiah grew out of a concern to understand and then adumbrate Zion’s final destiny” 
(addition mine); Richard J. Clifford shows the essential connection of Isaiah 40-55 to Zion 
themes (“The Unity of the Book of Isaiah and Its Cosmogonic Language,” CBQ 55 [1993] 
1-17).
79 “Yahweh’s Plan in Isaiah and in the Rest of the Old Testament,” CBQ 48 (1986) 443- 
455.
80 “The Destiny of the Nations,” 93-120.
81 “The Destiny of the Nations,” 95.
82 “The Destiny of the Nations,” 105.
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83 •total consistency”. From his survey of the current discussion of the composition 
of Isaiah, Davies concludes that none of the major redaction- and literary-critical 
models adequately explains the unity of the book.84 He sees its unity primarily 
focussed in the Jerusalem cult tradition which underlies it. Dumbrell views the 
“overmastering theme”8" of the book as being “Yahweh’s interest in and devotion 
to the city of Jerusalem”, finding special significance in chs.l and 65-66.86 The 
book explains, in the view of Dumbrell, how the conditions that prevailed in 
Jerusalem in ch.l change to the picture finally presented (chs.65-66), with the book 
moving from perverse worship offered by physical Jerusalem to the worship of 
YHWH in new Jerusalem. Acknowledging his debt to Dumbrell, the “key to Zion’s 
transformation" in the view of Webb is purifying judgment and so the emergence of 
a remnant (which he follows through the book)”.87 Rendtorff traces the theme of 
“comfort" (12.1; 40.1; 51.12; 66.13),88 noting that the proclamation of the divine 
comforting spans all three parts of the book, and in each part is given prominent 
positioning. Rendtorff outlines the motifs of “Zion/Jerusalem”,89 God as “the Holy 
One of Israel”,90 and “righteousness” (p*12£ or np-!*),9' with these pervasive
J “The Destiny of the Nations,” 106; cf. H.F. van Rooy (“The Nations in Isaiah: A 
synchronic survey,” in OTWSA 22 [1979] and OTWSA 23 [1980] Old Testament Essays: 
Studies in Isaiah [ed. W.C. van Wyk] 213-229) who sees only “differences in emphasis” in 
his synchronic survey (p.223).
84 “The Destiny of the Nations,” 114ff; Sweeney demurs at the reservations expressed by 
Davies (“Recent Research,” 151).
85 “The Purpose of the Book of Isaiah,” TynBul 36 (1985) 112 (italics Dumbrell’s).
86 Ibid.
87 “Zion in Transformation,” 72-84.
88 “Composition,” 149-150,164-165.
89 “Composition,” 156-159.
90 “Composition,” 160-162,165.
91 i * i  “Composition,” 162-164; idem, An Introduction, 199; John N. Oswalt, “Righteousness
in Isaiah: A Study of the Function of Chapters 56-66 in the Present Structure of the Book,"
in Writing and Reading the Scroll o f Isaiah: Studies o f an Interpretive Tradition (eds.
Craig C. Broyles and Craig A. Evans; SVT 70,1; Leiden: Brill, 1997) 177-191; Gregory J.
Polan, “Still More Signs of Unity in the Book of Isaiah: The Significance of Third Isaiah,"
in SBL 1997 Seminar Papers (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1997) 224-233.
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themes, however, not always used in the same way in different parts. Clements 
stresses the images of remnant and servant as fundamental recurrent themes, 
together with the metaphor of “light” (9.2 [Heb. 9.1]; 42.6; 60.1-3).92 Sweeney 
surveys the Exodus motif. The transition from judgment to restoration is 
thematised in Isaiah 40-48 though a series of texts that refer to the “former things” 
(41.21-23; 42.9 etc.), with the recent suggestion that the “former things” in the 
context of the wider book refer to the earlier prophecies of judgment by Isaiah of 
Jerusalem in the first half of the book.94
1.2.1.1.1 The Theme of Kingship
In a paper in which Ackroyd acknowledges the “very wide range of themes 
handled” in Isaiah,95 that of kingship is the first theme dealt with,96 albeit in brief 
compass, but that is sufficient to reveal a “variety of possibilities” on offer in the 
book, making thematic unity difficult. There are texts which look to the future in 
which an ideal king will reign (9.5-6; 11.2-4; 32.1-3), but others in which royal 
realities are to be expressed through the community (55.3). It is not, then, hard to 
understand why the theme of kingship is not one that comes in for mention when 
the discussion is thematic unity.
Scholarly studies to date reveal contrasts more than continuities, with the 
latter chapters having no place for a human (Davidic) king. Mays suggests that 
Isaiah began with the royal ideology found in the Psalms (e.g. Psalms 2 and 72), but 
used these ideas as “a trajectory of messianic thought concerned with the role in the
92 "A Light to the Nations: A Central Theme of the Book of Isaiah/' in Forming Prophetic 
Literature: Essays on Isaiah and the Twelve in Honor o f John D. W. Watts (eds. James W.
Watts and Paul R. House; JSOTSS 235: Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996) 57-69.
93 Summarised in Isaiah 1-4, 18-20.
94 Childs, Introduction, 329.
95 “Theology of a Book,” 55.
96 “Theology of a Book,” 58-59.
97 Williamson, Variations on a Theme: King, Messiah and Servant in the Book o f Isaiah 
(Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1998) 10, see chapters 2 and 3 of the present thesis for a 
survey of the relevant material in Isaiah.
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reign of God of the figure who is called king, seed of David, servant of God, 
messiah, son of God.1' God is reigning in heaven but his regent is ruling for him 
on earth. However Mays’ all too brief treatment of the theme does not allow him to 
examine all the relevant texts. As well, Wegner in his detailed monograph only 
deals with those texts in chs.1-35 which have been considered by later sources to be 
messianic."
To date there is no thesis or monograph which specifically interprets Isaiah 
36-39 within the wider theme of kingship in the book or examines specifically the 
contribution made by these chapters to that wider theme.
1.2.1.2 Allusions Between Parts
Sweeney finds in chs.24-27 numerous citations of and allusions to earlier 
texts, not only from the oracles against the nations (chs.13-23),100 with an example 
being 27.2-5 which recasts the “vineyard song” of 5.1-7. According to Sweeney, 
the evidence indicates that there is a redactional relationship between Isaiah 24-27 
and the rest of the book. Sweeney’s study of textual and motif reference in Isaiah 
65-66 claims to show an extensive relationship of chs. 1,5,6,11 and 37 with chs.65- 
66.101 Texts that in the second part of the book make explicit reference to passages 
from the first part of the book may include references to 6.9-10 in 44.18,102 8.6 in
98
J.L. Mays, “Isaiah's Royal Theology and the Messiah,” in Reading and Preaching the
Book o f Isaiah (ed. C.R. Seitz; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988) 41.
99 Examination.
100 “Textual Citations in Isaiah 24-27: Toward an Understanding of the Redactional 
Function of Chapters 24-27 in the Book of Isaiah,” JBL 107 (1988) 39-52; idem, “New 
Gleanings from an Old Vineyard: Isaiah 27 Reconsidered,” in Early Jewish and Christian 
Exegesis: Studies in Memory of William Hugh Brownlee (eds. C.A. Evans and W.F. 
Stinespring; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1987) 51-66.
101 “Prophetic Exegesis in Isaiah 65-66,” in Writing and Reading the Scroll o f Isaiah. 
Studies in an Interpretive Tradition (eds. Craig C. Broyles and Craig A. Evans; Voi. 1; 
SVT LXX, 1 ; Leiden: Brill, 1997) 468.
10“ John L. McLaughlin, “Their Hearts Were Hardened: The Use of Isaiah 6,9-10 in the 
Book of Isaiah,” Biblica 74 (1994) 1-25.
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66.10-14,103 and 11.6-9 in 65.25.104 Williamson traces what he views as allusions 
to 8.23b [Heb.] in chs.40ff, seeing it as an example of Deutero-Isaiah's use of 
earlier Isaianic material.103 As far as Williamson is concerned, this serves to prove 
that “Deutero-Isaiah worked in conscious literary dependence on his predecessor 
and that he never intended his work to be read without reference to the wider 
context which the early form of Isaiah 1-39 provides for it.” 106
It is arguable whether this is a different category than that discussed in 
1.2.1.1 above, but Sommer pinpoints the difference: the one approach stresses 
lexical and thematic connections between various passages, but the other inner- 
biblical exegesis and allusion. He claims that this second approach, specifically 
the study of inner-biblical allusion within Isaiah 40-66, namely, Deutero-Isaiah’s 
appropriation and revision of earlier material, undermines the claims made by many 
adherents of “the unity school” (thinking of Childs, Seitz, Rendtorff, etc.).109 
Sommer examines what he views as Deutero-Isaiah’s reworking of older prophetic 
texts, from Isaiah 1-33 and Jeremiah,110 arguing that Deutero-Isaiah’s allusions to
103 Marvin A. Sweeney, “On umesos in Isaiah 8.6,” in Among the Prophets: Language, 
Image and Structure in the Prophetic Writings (eds. D.J.A. Clines and P.R. Davies; 
JSOTSS 144; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993) 42-54.
104 J.T.A.G.M. van Ruiten, “The Intertextual Relationship Between Isaiah 65,25 and Isaiah 
11,6-9,” in The Scriptures and the Scrolls. Studies in Honour of A.S. van der Woude on the 
Occasion o f his 65th birthday (eds. F. García Martinez, A. Hilhorst and C.J. Labuschagne; 
Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1992)31-42.
105 “First and Last in Isaiah,” in Of Prophet’s Visions and the Wisdom o f Sages: Essays in 
Honour o f R. Norman Whybray on his Seventieth Birthday (eds. Heather A. McKay and 
D.J.A. Clines; JSOTSS 162; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993) 95-108.
106 “First and Last in Isaiah,” 108.
Benjamin D. Sommer, “Allusions and Illusions: The Unity of the Book of Isaiah in the
Light of Deutero-Isaiah’s Use of Prophetic Tradition,” in New Visions o f Isaiah (eds. Roy
F. Melugin and Marvin A. Sweeney; JSOTSS 214; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
1996) 156.
108 See M. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1985), who terms the phenomenon he studies “inner-biblical exegesis”, but most of 
the cases Fishbane deals with are examples of allusion.
109 “Allusions and Illusions,” 157.
110 “Allusions and Illusions,” 158-172.
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Isaiah and his borrowings from Jeremiah indicate that neither pre-exilic prophet 
played a unique role in Deutero-Isaiah’s work.111 According to Sommer,112 the 
existence of a close relationship between Deutero-Isaiah and Jeremiah undermines 
the assertion that Isaiah 40-66 was originally intended to be a part of the Isaiah 
tradition. We could equally argue, so Sommer, that Isaiah 40-66 was written to be 
a continuation of Jeremiah. Sommer’s fundamental argument against the fallacy 
(as he sees it) of such similarities being used as evidence for compositional 
theories, i.e., that Deutero-Isaiah was composed as a continuation of Isaiah by 
tradents who shaped the Isaiah tradition,11’ is that these similarities are often based 
on elements which are common throughout the Bible. Effort has not been made to 
show that the relation is closer than their relation to other related texts.114 The 
similarities alone cannot be used to arrive at conclusions concerning the redaction 
of the book. Sommer sees a confusion between “two different sorts of unity”,115 
with these scholars arguing for diachronic unity on the basis of synchronic unity. 
Features o f unity are mistakenly assumed to result from the intents of the author(s) 
of chs.40-66 to append the chapters to the earlier material. According to Sommer, 
many other explanations should have been considered. The present thesis makes no 
diachronic claims concerning Isaiah, but begins with the assumption of unity, a 
unity I seek to explore and understand. The fact that the sixty-six chapters are in 
the same book is enough for allusions within the book to have ‘first claim’ on my 
attention in a literary study such as I am undertaking.
111 “Allusions and Illusions,” 176.
112 “Allusions and Illusions,” 178.
113 Sommer cites Clements as an example (“Unity,” 127).
114 “Allusions and Illusions,” 184; p. 185: “When making diachronic claims, they needed 
not only to note these features within the book but to attend to evidence from other books 
as well; however, they failed to do so.” Davies had earlier made a similar point (“The 
Destiny of the Nations,” 116): “unless such alternative sources [thinking esp. of Jeremiah, 
as does Sommer] can be excluded, even impressive ‘echoes’ of Isaiah 1-39 in Deutero- 
Isaiah like those which we have noted must remain inconclusive” (addition mine).
115 “Allusions and Illusions,” 186.
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I. 2.2 A Common Macrostructure
Other studies have focussed on key sections which are said to give the book 
a common macrostructure, with the claim that these form the context for making 
sense of the book’s individual parts. Sections that have been suggested as having 
such a function include c h s .l ,"6 65-66,117 33,118 34 ,"9 35,120 36-39121 and 40.1-
II. The problem comes, however, when there is the desire to transform valid 
(insightful) synchronic observations into differing (and conflicting) compositional 
and redactional schemes.
Carr disputes this claim, which, as far as he can see, amounts to a claim for 
the necessity for a prior focus on the book as a whole, that is, for study to proceed 
on the assumption of unity (assuming what we desire to prove). Though Carr 
acknowledges and plots the role of Isaiah 35 and 36-39 in preparing for the 
transition to 40.1-11, in his view, this macrostructural shift “is a good example of 
how structuring texts in Isaiah only incompletely organize the material which they
116 Starting from G. Fohrer, “Jesaja 1 als Zusammenfassung der Verkündigung Jesajas,” 
ZAW 74 (1962) 251-268.
117 L.J. Liebreich, “The Compilation of the Book of Isaiah,” JQR 46 (1955-56) 276-277; 
p.267: “[the comparison] warrants the inference that the position of chap. 66 at the end of 
the Book presupposes the unmistakable intention and fixed determination to make the 
Book end in the same vein with which it begins.”; cf. R. Lack, La Symbolique du livre 
d'Isaïe: Essai sur l'image littéraire comme élément de structuration (AnBib 59; Rome: 
Biblical Institute Press, 1973) 139-141.
118 W.A.M. Beuken, “Jesaja 33 als Spiegeltext im Jesajabuch,” ETL 67 (1991) 5-35.
119 B. Dicou, “Literary Function and Literary History of Isaiah 34,” BN 58 (1991) 30-45; 
cf. Edward J. Young, “Isaiah 34 and Its Position in the Prophecy,” WTJ 27 (1955) 93-1 14, 
with Young viewing the chapter as belonging with Isaiah 40-66.
Most recently, Claire R. Mathews, Defending Zion: Edom 's Desolation and Jacob 's 
Restoration (Isaiah 34-35) in Context (BZAW 236; Berlin and New York: Walter de 
Gruyter, 1995), who evaluates earlier proposals, notably Steck’s.
121 See below.
122 Christopher R. Seitz, “The Divine Council: Temporal Transition and New Prophecy in 
the Book of Isaiah,” JBL 109 (1990) 229-247; idem “How is the Prophet Isaiah Present in 
the Latter Half of the Book? The Logic of Chapters 40-66 within the Book of Isaiah,” JBL 
115/2 (1996)219-240.
123 “Reaching for Unity in Isaiah,” JSOT 57 (1993) 64,65.
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govern.’' 124 According to Carr, a complex literary shape results that resists a neat 
macrostructural conceptualisation. We agree with Carr, in so far that we see the 
necessity to commence with an assumption of unity (rather than trying somehow to 
establish it), and we would not turn features of the passages above into arguments 
for a particular compositional model.
1.2.2.1 Isaiah 36-39
More must be said about these chapters, given the subject of the present 
thesis. C.C. Torrey long ago promoted the idea that chs.36-39 were inserted to join 
together First and Second Isaiah, and the theory of the transitional character of 
Isaiah 36-39 has enjoyed a revival through the studies of Melugin and particularly 
of Ackroyd. For Ackroyd it is the work of a compiler, who juxtaposed chs.36-39 
with chs.40ff at the point after the composition of chs.40-55, when they needed a 
preface or setting, “ whereas for Melugin, chs.36-39 have a forward influence on 
chs.40-55 and were not merely placed where they are for redactional purposes. 
The difference between the two scholars is an example of how similar synchronic 
observations allow contrary diachronic ‘explanations’, and it is a perilous ‘journey 
back in tim e’ to move from one to the other.
124 “Reaching for Unity in Isaiah,” 70 (emphasis mine).
The Second Isaiah: A New Interpretation (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1928), saying that 
chs.36-39 had the character of an “insertion” (p.99) and were used as a “locking device”
(£103).
See Ackroyd, “Isaiah 36-39: Structure and Function,” in Von Kanaan bis Kerala. 
Festschrift für Prof Mag. Dr. Dr. J.P.M. van der Ploeg O.P. zur Vollendung des 
siebzigsten Lebensjahres am 4. Juli 1979 (AOAT 211; eds. W.C. Delsman, J.T. Nelis, 
J.R.T.M. Peters, W.H.Ph. Römer and A.S. van der Woude; Kevalear: Verlag Butzon & 
Bercker/ Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1982) 3-21,” who explicitly builds on 
the brief treatment of Melugin, Formation, 176-178; Ackroyd, “Isaiah 36-39,” 20: “The 
placing of 36-39 where it stands in the book of Isaiah [is] used to provide a contextual 
basis for the prophecies of chs. 40ff ’ (addition mine).
127 “Isaiah 36-39,” 3,14.
1-8 Formation, 177.
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For Ackroyd, the activity of the prophet Isaiah in the reign of Hezekiah 
(chs.36-39) is “the historic occasion” for the giving of consolation which follows in 
chs.40ff, and he warns against too strict a separation of ch.39 from chs.40ff, 
which may “obscure the nature of the purposeful arrangement of the material of the 
book.” The opening verses of ch.40 are to be read as the hopeful answer to the 
decree of exile in ch.39. In other words, the four chapters anticipate the exile so 
that when exile comes “it may be understood to have been foretold in prophetic 
judgment.” The exile’s “reality and its legality are established by royal action and 
prophetic interpretation.” 132 As well, for Ackroyd, Hezekiah’s illness becomes “a 
type of judgment and exile” and his recovery points “to the possibility of [just] such 
a restoration for the community”. We will argue below (chapter 5) that this is not 
the way to understand the connection of the psalmic material of 38.10-20 with 
chs.40ff.
A number of scholars see chs.36-39 as explaining the delay in punishment of 
Judah/Jerusalem so that it is executed by Babylon, and not Assyria. In this way, the 
narratives ease the transition to chs.40ff, which presuppose the destruction of Judah 
and exile at the hands of Babylonia.1’4 These chapters assist in making the 
transition from the “Assyrian” part of the book (chs. 1-35) to the “Babylonian” part
129
129 “The Death of Hezekiah -  a pointer to the future?,” in De la Tôrah au Messie: 
Mélanges Henri Cazelles. Etudes d ’exégèse et d ’herméneutique bibliques offertes à Henri 
Cazelles pour ses 25 années d ’enseignement à l ’Institut Catholique de Paris, Octobre 
1979 (eds. M. Carrez, J. Doré, P. Grelot, et al; Paris: Desclée, 1981) 219.
Ackroyd would not limit it just to the oracle in ch.39, but sees chs.36-39 as providing 
“an appropriate occasion for 40ff ’ (“Isaiah 36-39,” 5).131
In his ‘eagerness’ to have chs.36-39 provide such a bridging function, Ackroyd fails to 
note that ch.39 does not (exactly) predict the exile of God’s people, but the loss of royal 
treasure and the exile of some of the royal sons, so that ch.40ff will present a certain slant 
on kingship.
L’2 “An Interpretation of the Babylonian Exile: A Study of 2 Kings 20, Isaiah 38-39,” SJT 
27 (1974) 341.
133 . . . .“An Interpretation,” 345-346 (addition mine).
Ij4 See Carr, “Reaching for Unity in Isaiah,” 70.
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(chs.40-66). Some view chs.36-39 as explaining the delay in the judgment and a 
change in agent from Assyria to Babylon as due to the piety of King Hezekiah.1’6 
In his “Structural Overview’' of the entire book,1’7 Sweeney divides it into three 
basic units (chs.2-35,36-39,40-66), and he sees them as describing YHWH’s plan to 
establish his rule over all the world from his capital Zion, and this again argues for 
the transitional character of the central chapters. Watts understands chs.36-39 as 
the “seedbed" for the Vision'18 (as he regularly calls the book of Isaiah), “the 
seedbed of ideas, vocabulary, and plot that echoes in the chapters preceding and 
following". Watts speculates that the narrative of chs.36-39 was the inspiration 
that led to the composition of the whole vision, however, that must remain an 
unproveable hypothesis.
The importance of the disagreement over the nature and function of chs.36- 
39 is, for Seitz (who devotes a monograph to the four narrative chapters140), that 
“one might say that the argument for ‘editorial-independence’ as conceived by 
Duhm and adapted by redaction-critical treatments...stands or falls with the proper 
interpretation of chapters 36-39. Either these chapters were composed to serve a 
transitional purpose, or they were a conclusion to Proto-Isaiah. They cannot form 
the preface to Second Isaiah, much less ‘the setting for chs.40ff.’ (Melugin), and at 
the same time close off a Proto-Isaiah book that knows nothing of Second Isaiah 
chapters.”141 Seitz favours a transitional role for the chapters.
135
135 Cf. Young, The Book oj Isaiah: The English Text, with Introduction, Exposition and 
Notes Volume II Ch.19 to 39 (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969) 457; Sweeney, 
Isaiah 1-4, 32; J.H. Walton, “New observations on the Date of Isaiah,” JETS 28/2 (1985) 
129-132.
136 Sweeney, Isaiah 1-4, 33.
1-17 Isaiah 1-4, 96,97.
08 Isaiah 34-66 (WBC, 25; Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1987) 23,24.
139Isaiah 34-66, 23.
140 Zion ’s Final Destiny.
141 Seitz, Zion ’s Final Destiny, 29 (suspension points mine).
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There are a number of postulated connections between Isaiah 36-39 and 
chs.40ff, with the fullest listing being that of Groves.142 Most of his examples are 
drawn from the poetry of 37.23-29. Ackroyd says that this passage is “at certain 
points closely related to Deutero-Isaiah",14’ but does not elaborate. Groves finds 
the poem’s closest link to chs.40ff in 37.26,144 and Williamson takes special note of 
his claim that many of the same words and phrases occur in both Isa 37.26 and 
Deutero-Isaiah.I4? Groves' conclusion is as follows: “In summary, we have found 
that Isa 36-39 functions admirably in its context as a connecting link between the 
oracles of Isaiah of Jerusalem and Deutero-Isaiah."146 The result of Williamson’s 
detailed review and critique of the arguments of Groves is that he does not regard 
this part of Groves’ argument and of those who argue like him as anything like as 
strong as in the case for connections with the first part of the book.147 As noted by 
Williamson, Seitz also rejects any influence of Deutero-Isaiah on Isaiah 36-39.148 
This is a necessary step in Williamson’s argument that the hand of Deutero-Isaiah is 
not to be detected in these chapters, which therefore pre-date Deutero-Isaiah. An 
immediate consequence for Williamson is that he rules out the possibility that 
chs.36-39 were written with the explicit purpose that they might serve as a bridge 
between the two parts of the book of Isaiah, for otherwise we would have expected 
far more association with chs.40-55. Williamson states his view as follows: “They 
[Isaiah 36-39] may now function -  and quite effectively -  as such a bridge, but it
142 Actualization and Interpretation in the Old Testament (SBLDS 86; Atlanta, Georgia: 
Scholars Press, 1987) 198-199.
143 “Isaiah 36-39,” 112.
144Actualization, 198.
145 The Book Called Isaiah, 194ff.
146 Actualization, 199.
147 Groves himself admits as much (Actualization, 198): “Links to Deutero-Isaiah are also 
present in these chapters [chs.36-39], although they are not as readily apparent” (addition 
mine).
148 The Book Called Isaiah, 197 n.27; Zion’s Final Destiny, 83-86, 91-92; see pp.250-251 
for the ‘logic’ of how Seitz sees the influence forward from First to Second Isaiah (his 
comments evoked by the monotheistic strain of Hezekiah’s prayer in 37.16 and 20).
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would be surprising if anyone setting out to compose such a bridge would have 
come up with what we now have.” 149 Unlike Williamson, we do not want to make 
such observations ‘grist for the mill’ for some diachronic scheme.
The new appreciation of the suitability of chs.36-39 to their present context 
has reached the point that some scholars are now suggesting that the chapters were 
written first for their setting in Isaiah and were secondarily copied into the book of 
Kings, which is a complete reversal of what had been the usual view.150
What evidence has led to this scholarly about-face? Williamson starts by 
listing the main points summarised by Smelik, who builds on the observations of 
others, as well as adding arguments of his own. (1) The relevant passage in Kings 
is exceptional in the Former Prophets in that it is the only place where a prophet 
whose sayings are recorded in the books of the Latter Prophets is mentioned in the 
narrative (the brief mention of Jonah is hardly an exception; cf. 2 Kgs 14.25). By 
contrast, there are narratives elsewhere in Isaiah (notably Isaiah 7) comparable with 
chs.36-39. (2) The passage in Kings is further exceptional in that it contains poetic 
material.151 (3) Smelik judges the account of Hezekiah’s illness as “better
149 The Book Called Isaiah, 197; similarly p.209; cf. comments made by Melugin on the 
critical constructs of Seitz and Williamson (“The Book of Isaiah and the Construction of 
Meaning,” in Writing and Reading the Scroll o f Isaiah: Studies o f an Interpretive 
Tradition [eds. Craig C. Broyles and Craig A. Evans; SVT 70,1; Leiden: Brill, 1997] 43- 
45). He is not dismissive of them, but makes the point that they are largely shaped by the 
critical assumptions these scholars bring to the text. To be fair, Melugin also says that 
synchronic proposals concerning meaning are just as much constructs of the interpreter 
(^>.46ff).
1 Smelik, “Distortion of Old Testament Prophecy: The Purpose of Isaiah xxxvi and 
xxxvii,” in Crises and Perspectives: Studies in Ancient Near Eastern Polytheism, Biblical 
Theology, Palestinian Archeology and Intertestamental Literature (ed. A.S. van der 
Woude; OTS XXIV; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1989) 70-93. Williamson examines this view 
because it theoretically opens up the possibility that chs.36-39 were written by Deutero- 
Isaiah to serve as a bridge to the main part of his own contribution, including some 
suggested links to his own style {The Book Called Isaiah, 189ff). Cf. Young, Isaiah II, 
Appendix II, where he argues for Isaianic authorship of the four chapters.
151 Yet not so unique in the wider Deuteronomistic History, e.g. 1 Sam 2.1-10; 2 Sam 
22.1-23.7; and Groves views the addition of the psalmic material of Isa 38.10-20 to a
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composed’' in Isaiah 38 than in 2 Kgs 20.1-11. This argument is weakened (so 
Williamson) by the consequent need to regard Isa 38.21,22 as a later addition. (4) 
The “most important” argument, according to Williamson, is that Isaiah 36-39 
serves as an editorial bridge between the two main parts of the book, and thus 
functions quite differently than Jeremiah 52. (5) Smelik maintains that the ordering 
of the material is more logical when viewed in its Isaianic context, thus Isa 38.6 
records the promise of the deliverance, the account of which has already been given 
in the previous chapter. In terms of chronology chs.38-39 should be put before 
chs.36-37. The present ‘unexpected’ order can be accounted for, however, by the 
fact that it leads directly to the Babylonian setting presupposed by Isaiah 40ff. “ (6) 
The detailed account of Hezekiah’s reign echoes the earlier narrative concerning 
Ahaz, and appears to form an intentional contrast with it, with the two kings being 
in a similar position.
How convincing are these arguments? Convincing enough to show that we 
can no longer simply assume that the original home of the material is in Kings, and 
that its placement in Isaiah is secondary. On the other hand, it is unlikely that 38.6 
is meant to be used in a chronological argument of this character. As well, the 
chronological ordering of narratives does not need to be viewed as ‘normal’, nor do 
deviations from such an order require ‘special explanation’. There may well be 
other (more ‘literary’) reasons for the present ordering of the chapters that are the 
main focus of the present thesis.
narrative context as “a Deuteronomistic technique to highlight important elements in the 
narrative” (Actualization, 196,197).
152 Smelik, “Distortion,” 74: “We have to conclude that the present arrangement of the 
Hezekiah-narratives is only understandable from the perspective of the book of Isaiah, not 
from that of Kings” (emphasis mine); cf. Groves, Actualization, 196: the identical ordering 
of the stories “has no evident purpose in II Kings.”
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1.3 Conclusion
We will consider the theme of kingship as a means of further exploring the 
growing consensus of reading Isaiah as a unified work. For Seitz, unity need not 
mean a single, tightly constructed uniformity of perspective, though it is a concept 
meant to constrain emphasis on multiplicity of perspectives in a single work, and he 
views the expectation of larger coherence despite a complex and varied range of
i  n
texts and perspectives as distinctly theological. Applying such an evaluation of a 
‘theological approach’ to the issues addressed in the present thesis he writes: “Does 
that mean that messianic hopes associated with Isaiah of Jerusalem were 
surrendered or transformed as the book grew? Or does precisely such a way of 
considering the matter betray a reading that overemphasizes multiple perspectives 
in the book? Here we can see clearly how a concern with unity in Isaiah is not 
some reader-imposed or strictly literary preoccupation but rather lies at the very 
heart of what it means to try to interpret this book of prophecy in a consistent and 
faithful way, attentive to those forces which made it scripture in the first place, the 
inspired ‘vision of Isaiah’ (Isa 1:1).” 154 For Seitz, all this is more than a ‘literary 
exercise’.
1.4 Aim and Scope of Thesis
The present thesis is a contribution to the ongoing discussion of the unity of 
Isaiah. In this chapter I have briefly surveyed recent attempts to grapple with the 
increasingly obvious evidences of unity within the book. Diachronic studies have 
predominated, but seem inevitably to lead to contradictory ‘explanations’ of the 
present text. The more modest aims of a synchronic approach would seem to 
indicate that this is the best way forward. I begin my examination of Isaiah with the 
assumption of its unity, which I wish by study to better understand. The aim of my 
study is a thematic exploration of kingship within the book of Isaiah, with special
153 “New Paradigm,'' 128.
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reference to Isaiah 36-39, having already noted that the theme of kingship does not 
usually come in for mention when the discussion is thematic coherence. The next 
two chapters (chapters 2 and 3) survey material in Isaiah relevant to my chosen 
theme of kingship. Any consideration of chs.36-39 is purposely excluded from the 
survey, to simulate the usual by-passing of these chapters in studies of Isaiah with 
respect to the theme of kingship. The survey will seek to demonstrate that despite a 
focus on divine rather than human kingship in Isaiah 1-35, the rule of a Davidide, 
however, truncated or adjusted, is clearly anticipated, and if that hope is absent in 
chs.40ff, its absence is something that requires explanation for the sake of thematic 
consistency. A study of chs.40-66 will be undertaken and it will be suggested that 
there is nothing in those chapters that refers to the earlier Davidic hope nor 
anything that explains its absence. In chapters 4,5 and 6 attention is turned to the 
quarantined chapters (Isaiah 36-37,38,39) to see whether they might minimise the 
perceived thematic inconsistency between the first and second ‘halves’ of the book. 
Reasons of space require that the investigation of the four narrative chapters be 
strictly confined to features bearing on the theme of kingship, and the person and 
character of Hezekiah will necessarily require close scrutiny. Chapter 7 will 
provide a summary of findings.
1.5 Method of Approach
There has been debate in recent years over the relative merits of diachronic 
and synchronic exegesis, between approaches that seek to plot the development of 
the text through time and approaches that seek to read the text as it is in its final 
form.155 At times this has been an acrimonious debate;156 sometimes it is claimed
154 “New Paradigm,” 129.
155 See Williamson, “Synchronic and Diachronic,” 21 Iff.
156 Conrad is one who argues that it is hard to conceive how synchronic and diachronic 
readings of Isaiah can be easily combined (“Prophet, Redactor and Audience,” 306-31 1), 
so that the more successfully the text is read as a unified whole the more unlikely it is that 
we will be able to write a pre-history of the text. Conrad draws on Paul R. Noble,
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that the two approaches are not incompatible.157 The present thesis attempts a more 
purely synchronic approach. The reader of any biblical text interacts with it, and 
seeks to elucidate its meaning. For the resultant reading to be persuasive, and to be 
considered better than another (not all readings are equally valid), reasons must be 
supplied, pointing to overlooked or misunderstood features of the text. A proffered 
reading must be shown to ‘fit’ the text, and different, but not contrary, readings may 
well be valid. Any text must be read by many readers, and re-read by the same 
reader, for more will always be found in a text on re-reading, and understanding of 
the text will be thereby modified. A valid reading is never an exhaustive reading. 
This is especially true when, like the present study, one theme or a group of related 
motifs is focused on to the exclusion of others. The meaning is to be found in 
features of the text, not in the (postulated) historical steps that produced the text, 
nor in the reader, who some would claim ‘produces’ meaning.
The approach taken in this thesis is that of treating the book of Isaiah as a 
piece of literature, as a literary art-form, that firstly needs to be read as a connected 
whole. The veritable avalanche of studies in recent years using the techniques of
158literary criticism makes a lengthy justification of such an approach superfluous.
Meir Sternberg describes the active role of reading a literary work as “gap­
filling”,159 with any literary work establishing “a system of gaps that must be filled 
in”. He does not wish to imply that reading is then an arbitrary process. Rather he
“Synchronic and Diachronic Approaches to Biblical Interpretation,” Journal o f Literature 
& Theology 7 (1993) 130-148.
157 Sternberg (The Poetics o f Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of 
Reading [Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985] 15-23) does not see “source- 
orientated” and “discourse-orientated” approaches as rivals, nor does he take the partisan 
view of the latter as having (by definition) priority, though what follows in his volume 
must be classified as a discourse-orientated approach. Cf. Darr, Isaiah’s Vision, 13,14; 
Roy F. Melugin, “‘Form’ versus ‘Formation’ of Prophetic books,” in SBL 1983 Seminar 
Papers (ed. Kent Harold Richards; Chico, California: Scholars Press, 1983) 13-29.
158 See Joe M. Sprinkle, “Literary Approaches to the Old Testament: A Survey of Recent 
Scholarship,” JETS 32/3 (1989) 299-310.
159 Poetics, 186.
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argues that ‘gap-filling’ must be directed by the text's own norms and directives, 
and anchored in textual details. For the proper filling of ‘gaps' nothing replaces a 
close attention to the text itself for “the reticent narrator gives us no clue about his 
intentions except in and through his art of narrative”.160 The discourse supplies a 
network of clues for the reader.
Sternberg in his magisterial work already cited seeks to provide a poetics of 
biblical narrative, for he believes that “the literary approach" to the Bible (a term he 
sees as misleading with its “monolithic ring” -  given the diversity of literary 
approaches throughout history) as usually practised suffers from deficiencies of 
underlying theoretical framework.161 He has attempted to provide the needed 
framework, a systematic description of the workings of biblical narrative, and his 
concept of “gapping” represents a distinctive contribution by Sternberg. Without 
committing myself to everything Sternberg has written concerning biblical poetics, 
I will draw on his book, as well as on those by such practitioners of the literary 
approach as Robert Alter,162 Shimon Bar-Efrat,16j and Adele Berlin.164
Berlin outlines what she sees as seven elements of the “new hermeneutics” 
practised by the above mentioned literary critics and others:165 (1) Respect the 
integrity of the text; (2) Assume that the text makes sense in its present form; (3) 
Take the wording of the text seriously; (4) Take the literary context seriously; (5) 
Take the historical and social context seriously; (6) Is the text to be read literally or 
metaphorically? (7) Decide which features of the text are hermeneutically
160 Sternberg, Poetics, 1.
161 Poetics, 3.
162 The Art o f Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981).
16j Narrative Art in the Bible (JSOTSS 70; Sheffield: Almond, 1989).
164 Poetics and Interpretation o f Biblical Narrative (Bible and Literature Series 9; 
Sheffield: Almond, 1983); see her spirited survey of scholarly avoidance of interpretation 
in “A Search for a New Biblical Hermeneutics: Preliminary Observations,” in The Study oj 
the Ancient Near East in the Twenty-First Century: The William Foxwell Albright 
Centennial Conference (eds. Jerrold S. Cooper and Glenn M. Schwartz; Winona Lake IN: 
Eisenbrauns, 1996) 195-199.
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significant and how they are to be used in the interpretive process. On the question 
of the consistency with which any of these principles will be applied, the present 
thesis will seek to interpret the text in a way that is generally consistent with them, 
remembering that they are principles, not wooden rules.
1.6 Textual Criticism and Final Form
It is the first of Berlin’s elements that requires further discussion, namely: 
Respect the integrity of the text. Like Berlin,166 the present thesis refrains from 
'correcting' the Masoretic text by reference to the early versions or the Dead Sea 
Scrolls. The goal of this study is the ‘extant’ form of Isaiah 36-39 within the 
context of the larger book of Isaiah, by which is meant the Masoretic text.167 
Detailed comparison and contrast will not be made with the Kings form of the text, 
but items of interest from Kings will be taken up, where they throw light on the 
meaning of the text as we have it in Isaiah 36-39 but not with the view to textual
• • • • • 1 /" ocriticism as traditionally conceived. 1 The approach taken is not ‘purist’, nor is the 
Masoretic text viewed as sacrosanct. It is not a case of Masoretic bias, but rather a 
text must be decided on and in a final form study there is a shift from the historic 
preoccupation with what a text might have been to the reading of a text as it is. 169 
It hardly needs to be argued that the Masoretic text is an obvious one to choose. 
The value of other textual witnesses for the interpretation of this text is that they
165 “New Biblical Hermeneutics,” 201-107.
166 Cf. Robert Alter, The David Story: A Translation with Commentary o f 1 and 2 Samuel 
(New York/London: W.W. Norton, 1999) xxiv-xxviii.
167 The edition used in this study is Biblica Hebraica Stuggartensia (eds. K. Elliger and W. 
Rudolph; Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelstiftung, 1967/77). The English translation most often 
used is the RSV.
168 Berlin, “New Biblical Hermeneutics,” 202: “The point of comparing them [MT/LXX] 
in a hermeneutical context is to see how and why they may differ, not to collapse their 
differences into a hypothetical Vorlage” (addition mine).
169 Berlin, “New Biblical Hermeneutics,” 202: “The assumption here is that there is not 
one original text from which all others descend and which we are trying to recover;
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show what this text might have said but does not say, and by doing that they help 
the reader to notice the pertinent features of the text that is being studied.
No view is put forward in this thesis as to the priority of either textform in 
Isaiah and Kings. For recent text-critical evaluation of Isaiah 36-39 as part of an 
attempted analysis of their textual history, see Orlinsky, Konkel, and most
1 72recently, Person. ~ The ‘synoptic texts’ of 2 Kings 18-20 and Isaiah 36-39 are 
viewed in this thesis as different texts, for that indeed is what they are, not only 
because of their differing wording but their different contexts, and if interpreted as 
such they will yield different interpretations.
instead, the different versions or editions each have their raison d’etre [sic] and should be 
interpreted independently.”
170 “The Kings-Isaiah Recensions of the Hezekiah Story,” JQR N.S., 30 (1939-40) 33-49.
171 “The Sources of the Story of Hezekiah in the Book of Isaiah,” VT 43 (1993) 462-482.
172 The Kings -  Isaiah and Kings -  Jeremiah Recensions (BZAW 252; Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter, 1997), see pp.8-9 for a summary of earlier studies and pp.43-46 for a summary of 
his own conclusions; idem, “II Kings 18-20 and Isaiah 36-39: A Text Critical Case Study 
in the Redactional History of the Book of Isaiah,” ZAW 111 (1999) 373-379.
173 See the helpful comments by Hull (Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner: A conceptual and 
contextual narrative analysis o f 2 Kings 18-20 [Unpublished dissertation, The Claremont 
Graduate School, 1994] 160-163) on the different texts of 2 Kgs 18.13-20.19 and Isaiah 
36-39; p.161: “Kings and Isaiah are basically two different texts, really two different 
narratives which tell the same story.”
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CHAPTER TWO
THE THEME OF KINGSHIP IN ISAIAH CHAPTERS 1-35
The present chapter begins a survey of the materia! within Isaiah relevant to 
our chosen theme of kingship. As noted in the preceding chapter, thematic analysis 
is one approach to the question of the book’s unity and seems to be a productive 
method. In particular, thematic unity of the book of Isaiah with regard to kingship 
has not been sufficiently explored.
2.1 Statement of the Theme
The theme of kingship within the book of Isaiah has been highlighted by a 
number of scholars. According to von Rad, though it occupies less space than the 
Zion theme, the theme of David and the Messiah “is expounded in texts of scope 
and importance.” 1 The theme is necessarily wider than simply the use of the
root 1 ^ 0  (“king, kingdom" etc.), though we will start with a survey of the use of 
this root in the book of Isaiah. Some of the most studied passages in connection 
with the theme of kingship do not make use of the root (e.g.l 1.1-10; 55.1-5), for 
theme in narrative encompasses a related group of motifs.2 3
2.1.1 The Contribution of Statistics
A survey of the uses of the root in the book of Isaiah will provide us 
with an initial exploration of the theme of kingship. As noted in the brief survey 
done by Schulz, most references to a king are to be found in chs.1-39. Schulz 
breaks down the occurrences of the root as follows: those passages referring to a
Old Testament Theology, Volume II: The Theology o f Israel’s Prophetic Traditions (tr. 
D.M.G. Stalker; London: SCM, 1975) 169.
2 See the discussion by D.J.A. Clines, The Theme o f the Pentateuch (JSOTSS 10; 
Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1978, 1982) 17-21, and his presentation of various understandings
of theme.
3 R. Schultz, “The King in the Book of Isaiah,” in The Lord’s Anointed: Interpretation of 
Old Testament Messianic Texts (eds. P.E. Satterthwaite, R.S. Hess and G.J. Wenham; 
Carlisle/Grand Rapids: Paternoster/Baker Books, 1995) 148.
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king of Judah or Israel, 1.1; 6.1; 7.1,6,16; 8.21; 14.28; 36.1, 2,21; 37.1,5,10; 38.9; 
39.3; as used to refer to the king(s) of Assyria, 7.17,20; 8.4,7; 10.12; 20.1,4, 6; 
30.33; 36.1,2,4,8,13-16,18; 37.4,6,8,10,11,18,21, 33,37; 38.6; to other specific 
foreign kings, 7.1,16; 14.4; 36.6; 37.9,13; 39.1,7; to an unspecified king or kings in 
general, 14.9,18; 19.4,11; 24.21; 41.2; 45.1; 49.7,23; 52.15; 60.3,10,11,16; 62.2; or 
as a general designation of authority, 10.8; 23.15; 57.9 (where the NIV  reads
“Molech”); to YHWH as King, 6.1,5; 24.23 o£>0); 33.22; 41.21; 43.15; 44.6; 66.1 
(God’s throne).
By Williamson’s reckoning,4 the noun “king” (*^P) occurs 78 times in the 
book (of which 19 are plural), the related verb “to rule as king” 5 times, and
the words for “kingdom” (¡"D^QO, ¡“Dl^ft) 16 times. As noted by Williamson,
one or two examples of in Isaiah are disputed, being possible references to the 
deity Molech.5 Williamson sees most of the references to king in the book of Isaiah 
as “completely neutral”, and specifically points to the many references to the “king 
of Assyria” in the narrative chapters 36-37 in making this comment.6 He prefers to 
concentrate on “what emerge as the most significant uses.” Indeed, in 
Williamson’s book, Isaiah 36-39 are largely ignored. He confines his discussion of 
these chapters to basically two pages, pp.88,89, so that the elucidation of the theme 
of kingship in the book of Isaiah can take place without them. This thesis argues 
that this is not the case. But the first task is to make a tally and to categorise the
instances of the root as accurately as possible.
The noun is used 60 times in the singular, as well as 19 times in the 
plural. Words for “kingdom” are used 16 times, and the verb l^ve Omes-
4 Variations on a Theme, 3,4.
5 See G.C. Heider, The Cult o f Molek: A Reassessment (JSOTSS 43; Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1985); J. Day, Molech: a god o f human sacrifice in the Old Testament 
(UCOP 41; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989).
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These 100 occurrences in total can be ordered into the following categories, which 
enable preliminary classification and analysis:
(1) “kingdom” used of a Davidic ruler (9.6 [Eng. 7])
(2) “kingdom” referring to foreign kingdoms (10.10; 13.4,19; 14.16; 17.3; 
19.2 [x2]; 23.11, 17; 34.12; 37.16,20; 47.5; 60.12)
(3) “kingdom” connected to Zion (62.3; rD I^O  »]UX, RSV  “a royal 
diadem”)
(4) God as •sfto (6.5; 33.17,22; 41.21; 43.15; 44.6)6 7
(5) for a king of Judah or Israel (1.1; 6.1; 7.1[x2]; 14.28; 36.1[x2], 
2[x2],21; 37.1,5, 10; 38.9; 39.3)
(6) as a general designation of authority (8.21; 10.8; 23.15; 32.1)
(7) for foreign kings (7.1; 7.6 [“set up the son of Tabeel as king”], 16; 
14.4,9,18; 19.4,11; 24.21; 36.6; 37.9,13[x2]; 39.1,7; 41.2; 45.1; 49.7,23; 
52.15; 60.3,10,11,16; 62.2)
(8) for king of Assyria (7.17,20; 8.4,7; 10.12; 20.1 [“Sargon the king of
Assyria”],4,6; 36.1,2,4[x2],8,13 [x2], 14,15,16,18; 37.4,6,8,11,18,21,
33,37; 38.6)
(9) with reference to “Molech”? (30.33; 57.9)8
6 Variations on a Theme, 4.7
M.Z. Brettler (God is King: Understanding an Israelite Metaphor [JSOTSS 76; 
Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1989] 30) finds, according to his estimation, 
used of God 47 times in the Bible, and his listing for Isaiah is 6.5; 19.4; 33.17,22; 
41.21; 43.15 and 44.6. We would view 19.4 as more likely a reference to a foreign king, 
given the parallel expression “a hard master”. The Egyptians would suffer under a foreign 
overlord (cf. Kaiser, Isaiah 13-39, 101; R.E. Clements, Isaiah 1-39 [NCB; Grand Rapids/ 
London: Eerdmans/Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1980] 168).
8 Heider (The Cult o f Molek, 323 n.637) notes that W.H. Irwin (Isaiah 28-33: Translation
with Philological Notes [BibOr 30; Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1977] 105,106) argues 
for the retention of the MT vocalisation of in 30.33 (“to the king”), with Irwin
seeing here a reference to “Death”. According to Heider, Irwin’s proposal (we do not go 
into the other details of Irwin’s proposal) shows that makes good sense as a
reference to the divine recipient of the sacrifice. However, for Heider, who has his own 
proposal to put forward, if is read the way Irwin suggests, the vocalisation lamolek
seems far preferable. However, as Heider points out, as part of his argument not to 
revocalise the MT, the mere fact that the cult of Molech is being talked about (as indicated 
by other features of the text) hardly demands that the word “Molech” be present. The 
details of Heider’s own proposal (involving emendation of the MT at other points) does 
not need to be outlined (pp.323-324). John Day (Molech, 16) connects 57.9 with what is 
said in 57.5, both verses speaking of the cult of human sacrifice, and he wishes to 
revocalise the text to “Molech” (MT Day is particularly insistent on a reference to
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(10) 7]*70 of the rule of a foreign king (7.6; 37.38)
(11) 7J*7I? of the reign of YHWH (24.23; 52.7)
(12 ) 71*71? in a general reference to reigning (32.1)
Of course such word counts cannot of themselves prove the importance, or 
otherwise, of kingship as a theme in the book of Isaiah. As to the proportion of the
uses of the root in chs.36-39, there is no particular emphasis reflected in the 
use of “kingdom” (1 out of 16) or the verbal form (1 out of 5). With regard to the 
noun, however, “king(s)” has 34 occurrences in the four chapters out of a total of 79 
for the book as a whole, some 43% of total usage.
A number of comments can be made on the basis of the above tally and 
categorisation, taking into account the number, distribution, and attribution of the 
occurrences. (1) There is no reference to a Davidic king after eh.39, either by way 
of the nouns “kingdom” and “king” or the verb (2) References to the reign of 
YHWH are more prominent in the ‘second half of the book (chs.40ff), but are not 
confined to that half (see 6.5; 33.17,22; 24.23). Indeed, in terms of number of 
occurrences, they are balanced, four in each half, but their greater prominence in 
the second half is due to the relative lack of references to other kings in the later 
chapters. (3) The only human kings in the chs.40ff are foreign kings (41.2; 45.1; 
49.7,23 etc.), making the non-mention of Judean kings all the more obvious. (4) 
References to kingship are especially numerous in chs.36-39, so that these four 
chapters stand out in the above statistical survey. (5) Looked at the other way, that 
is, plotting the non-mention of king(s)/kingship: chs. 1-5 (excluding superscription 
at 1.1) and chs. 13-35 (apart from the date formula at 14.28) are extended sections 
that do not allude to any Judean or Israelite king. Thus, this feature of chs.40ff is
Molech in 57.9 because of his desire to argue that Molech was an underworld god 
(Molech, 50-52). 57.9b, 10 may well be referring to resort to foreign deities. Without 
requiring revocalisation of the MT, it is probably best to view 30.33 and 57.9 as referring 
to the deity Molech.
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anticipated in large sections of the first half of the book, and so is not an exclusive 
feature of chs.40ff.
We may add to this, references to particular kings by name, many of which 
are to be found in chs.36-39:
Uzziah OiTTJJ) 1.1; 6.1; 7.1
Jotham (DIYP) 1.1; 7.1
Ahaz (T!"IK) 1.1; 7.1,3,10,12; 14.28; 38.8
Pekah (TIpD) 7.1 (7.4,5,9 “the son of Remaliah”)
Rezin ( f in )  7.1,4,8
David H H ) 7.2,13; 9.6; 16.5; 22.9,22; 29.1; 37.35; 38.5; 55.3
Hezekiah (im pm ) 1.1; 36.1,2,4,7,14,15,16,18,22; 37.1,3,5,9,10,14,15,21; 38.1,2,
3, 5,9,22; 39.1,2(x2),3(x2),4,5,8 (especially dense in ch.39, 8 times in the space of 8
verses)
Sargon (]inD) 20.1 
Esar-haddon C p m O K ) 37.38 
Sennacherib (m m O ) 36.1; 37.17,21,37 
Tirhakah (n p m n )  37.9 
Merodach-baladan C p t6 a  TH Q ) 39.1 
Cyrus (2hl3) 44.28; 45.1
The following comments can be made about the above listing of kings by 
name: (1) The distribution highlights the mention of David at 55.3, this being the 
only reference to the name of a particular Judean king in the second half of the 
book. This lone reference will require close attention later in our study. (2) Cyrus 
is the only named foreign king in chs.40ff. (3) The change that takes place at eh.40 
can only be called ‘sudden’, given the ‘outburst’ of references to kings, both Judean 
and foreign, in chs.36-39. These four chapters are thus discovered to be a point of 
major change or adjustment in the kingship theme. (4) The above listing confirms
what was seen in the survey of the root that there is a cluster of references to 
kings in chs.36-39. Hezekiah is referred to by name some 31 times within the four 
chapters. More than that, there is in these four chapters a veritable ‘cast’ of kings: 
Hezekiah, Sennacherib, Tirhakah, Esar-haddon, and Merodach-baladan. The above
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findings are enough to warrant a reexamination of Isaiah 36-39 for the light they 
may throw on kingship as presented in the book of Isaiah.
2.1.2 Beyond Statistics
The exclusion of chs.36-39 by Williamson from his exploration of kingship 
shows a lack of appreciation on his part of narrative as a significant vehicle of 
thematic exploration. This is surprising given the recent scholarly emphasis on the 
poetics of narrative.
Moreover, the study of 1 Samuel 1-12, with which we might justly compare 
Isaiah 36-39, by Eslinger and others,9 has shown that these chapters do not narrate 
just a story, but are story and theology. In the words of Eslinger: “The narrative 
extending through chs. 1-12 should be interpreted as a coherent theological-political 
exploration of human and divine leadership in Israel. This exploration is presented 
in the form of a literary representation of the events leading to the establishment of 
a monarchy in Israel.” 10 The introduction of human kingship in Israel is perceived 
as a severe theological problem: How can a people of whom YHWH is sole King 
become a human monarchy under YHWH? Human kingship must be fitted within 
the existing covenant relationship in which God is King over his people. The 
present thesis argues that Isaiah chs.36-39 are vital to the exploration and 
understanding of the interrelation of kingship, human and divine, within the book of 
Isaiah. They are not to be ignored in favour of other supposed more ‘theological’ 
texts.
Further to this, the correlation between chs.36-39 and the earlier section, 6.1- 
9.6, to be outlined in this chapter, suggests that Isaiah 36-39 requires the same kind 
of close examination that Williamson, following many others, has given Isaiah
9
Lyle M. Eslinger, Kingship o f God in Crisis: A Close Reading o f 1 Samuel 1-12 
(Sheffield: Almond, 1985); cf. Dennis J. McCarthy, “The Inauguration of Monarchy in 
Israel: A Form-Critical Study of 1 Samuel 8-12,” Interp 27 (1973) 401-412; Rolf P. 
Knierim, “The Messianic Concept in the First Book of Samuel,” in Jesus and the Historian 
(Festschrift E.C. Colwell; ed. F.T. Troffer; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1968) 20-51.
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chs.6-7 and 9.1-6, which are widely recognised as having important bearing on the 
theme of kingship. 7.1-17 is not different in kind from Isaiah 36-39, where the 
interaction between prophet and king is again a leading feature of the narrative, and 
only the identification of 7.14 as a traditionally considered ‘messianic text’ would 
explain the close attention this passage has received in comparison with the neglect 
suffered by chs.36-39. What is more, like 7.2,13 and 9.6 [Eng. 7], chs.36-39 are 
not without their references to “David” (37.35; 38.5), so that these are texts which 
require close scrutiny.
Antti Laato in a number of studies, beginning with Who is Immanuel? 
cannot be said to ignore chs.36-39 in his exploration of messianic expectations in 
the book of Isaiah, viewing “the idealized stories told of Sennacherib’s campaign in 
701” as playing a vital role in the re-interpretation of the Immanuel programme (as 
he calls it) among Isaiah's disciples after his death.12 Laato’s views, however, build 
on and depend upon an acceptance of his complicated conception of the redactional 
history of the book,1’ and this limits the usefulness of his study for my purposes. 
Conrad has devoted a great deal of attention to Isaiah 36-39, and we will draw on 
his studies, but he is most interested in its function in the overall structure of the 
book.14 These chapters are seen by Conrad as specifically “royal narratives”, and as 
such they make an important contribution to the theme of kingship within the book, 
but he does not explain how Davidic kingship can simply drop away in chs.40ff,
10 Kingship o f God in Crisis, 49.
11 Who is Immanuel? The Rise and the Foundering o f Isaiah’s Messianic Expectations
(Abo Akademi Dissertation; Abo: Abo Akademis Forlag, 1988).
12 Who is Immanuel?, 325; cf. 326,331-332. Laato argues that a later reinterpreting of the 
words of the eighth century prophet by a Deuteronomistic-orientated redactor (7.14-17; 
8.23b-9.6) led to a secondary identification of Hezekiah and Immanuel.
13 Who is Immanuel?, 6-31.
14 “The Royal Narratives and the Structure of the Book of Isaiah,” JSOT 41 (1988) 69,77- 
78; Reading Isaiah, 49: “the royal narrative in chapters 36-39 and its accompanying war 
oracles in chapters 41, 43, and 44 echo the royal narrative in chapter 7 and its 
accompanying war oracle in 10:24-27. This repetitive device creates cohesiveness and is a 
key to the structural unity of the book as a whole.”
39
wherein the people are depicted as king.15 Conrad’s study of Isaiah takes him in 
another direction, namely the way in which the prose narratives (Isaiah 36-39 
included) provide an historical framework for the book’s poetry that presents events 
as part of the predetermined military strategy of YHWH for all the earth.16 The 
Hezekiah narrative represents an instance of the partial fulfilment of that plan as it 
relates to the Assyrian king.17
What follows is an exploration and evaluation of the theme of kingship 
within the book of Isaiah, leaving to one side (for the moment) chs.36-39, chapters 
that will prove vital (as we hope to show) for thematic consistency and coherence.
2.2 Isaiah Chapters 1-12 
2.2.1 Isaiah 1.26
1.26 with its comments on future leadership comes after an address to rulers 
(“you rulers [T25p] of Sodom”) in 1.10 and a reference to princes (“your princes”, 
"pH50) in 1.23a. Within a broader indictment YHWH takes particular interest in the 
leadership (vv. 10,23,26). 1.26 is followed up with a possible reference to leaders
under the figure of “oaks” (1.29; D ^ N ) .19 Leadership among God’s people, then,
15 Conrad correctly plots the sudden transition with regard to kingship that takes place at 
chs.39/40 {Reading Isaiah, 145,146,148), it being “a movement from the conventional to 
the unconventional portrayal of Judean royalty” (p. 145). The only justification offered by 
Conrad is that it is part of a “radical separation from the past” that is signaled in a number 
of other ways too (p. 150; cf. p.156), a past that, according to the book’s chronology, ends 
with the implied death of Hezekiah (p. 151). Conrad ‘disallows’ the new world presented 
in chs.40ff to be understood as reflecting a time gap or the merging of once independent 
sources (p.150), and sees himself as putting forward an aesthetic, rather than an historical, 
explanation for the gap. In our opinion, Conrad fails to show the thematic coherence of 
the book with regard to kingship.
16 Reading Isaiah, 52ff.
17 Reading Isaiah, 57,63-64.
Noted also by Christopher R. Seitz, Isaiah 1-39 (Interpretation: A Bible Commentary 
for Teaching and Preaching; Louisville: John Knox Press, 1993) 33.
19 See Gitay, Isaiah and his audience: The Structure and meaning o f Isaiah 1-12 (SSN 30; 
Assen/Maastricht, van Gorcum, 1991) 48.
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though not actual kingship, is a theme of some prominence in Isaiah 1, and 1.26 is 
to be understood in connection with it. It is no doubt due to the fact that 1.26 does 
not mention kingship that it is not usually considered in relation to that theme.
W ildberger notes the reference to an ideal epoch in the past, the text of 
1.26 reading “as at first’' (HJEjiOM ) and the corresponding phrase in the second
line, “as at the beginning’’ (H ^nrQ D ). For Isaiah (so Wildberger) “his high point 
in the past, by means of which the present must be measured, is the history of 
Jerusalem." Kaiser views these time phrases as pointing to Davidic origins or time 
frame. There is, however, doubt that this looks back to the time when David and 
Solomon were kings, though that is the viewpoint that Wildberger takes.22 There is 
here no idealised portrayal of the early royal period. David may have installed 
judges (cf. 2 Chr 19.4-11, where Jehoshaphat appoints judges), and the role of the 
counsellor is one often linked to the royal court,2’ but in 1.26 it is YHWH (the 
King?) who, it is anticipated, will do the installing (“/  will restore”). Wildberger 
expresses surprise that “counsellors" is the parallel given to “judges”, but he again 
wants to turn it into a larger Davidic establishment.24 If advisors of the king are
20 Hans Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12: A Commentary (tr. Thomas IT Trapp; Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1991) 70.
21 Otto Kaiser, Isaiah 1-121: A Commentary (London: SCM, 1972) 20,21: “As in the days 
of David and Solomon,...”, similarly Fohrer, Zusammenfassung, 267, who none the less 
recognises that the passage does not speak “von der Erweckung eines neuen David oder 
von irgendeiner anderen Herrschererwartung”.
22 Wildberger says that for Isaiah, Jerusalem is “the city where David encamped” (29.1, 
TH TOPI iVHp; cf. the word play on this later in 29.3a, “I will camp against you round 
about” [T^ff ’m m ] , The BHS editor advises that we read with 2 Hebrew mss and 
LXX, THD “as David”). The point to be noted, however, is that no explicit Davidic 
connections are drawn in 1.26.
23 See 2 Sam 15.12; 1 Chr 27.33; 2 Chr 22.4; 25.16; Isa 19.11.
24 Ahithophel is identified in 2 Sam 15.12 as David’s “counsellor” (TH yiTP), cf. in 
addition, 2 Sam 15.31; 16.23; 1 Chr 27.32-33; 2 Chr 25.16; Ezra 4.5; 7.28; 8.25; see J. 
Jensen, “Weal and Woe in Isaiah: Consistency and Continuity,” CBQ 43 (1981) 167-187, 
for Isaiah’s connection to wisdom thought, perhaps influencing a choice of “counsellors” 
here.
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meant (as Wildberger asserts) and a royal position is in view, a better comparison is 
with 24.23, with its description of YHWH’s reign on Mount Zion “before his 
elders’ ’ (VJpT 133). The picture of the reign of YHWH in 2.1-4, if it is viewed as 
part of the book’s 'introduction’, or at the least juxtaposed to it, supports such a 
comparison. In 1.26 YHWH is King and the judges and counsellors are officers 
under him.
Oswalt comments concerning v.26 that the “absence of a messianic ruler is 
interesting”, but draws no inference from this. Seitz believes it is “impossible to 
determine”“ whether the leadership offices enumerated in 1.26 are intended to be 
understood as a rejection of kingship and a return to the older offices of judge and 
counsellor, as in the days of Samuel. A “rejection” of kingship may be too strong a 
term, but certainly the return to older theocratic offices is forecast. There is what 
might be interpreted as an avoidance of reference to (Davidic) kings and the future 
leadership anticipated takes forms that ensure that the only king is YHWH.
2.2.2 Leadership in Isaiah Chapters 1-4
Chs.2-4, with the ‘matching sections’, 2.1-4 and 4.2-6, surrounding 2.5-4.1, 
portray YHWH as the king at Zion, with the nations coming to him for instruction 
as would be expected from a wise king.27 These chapters explain the punishment of 
Jerusalem as a necessary part of YHWH’s plan to purify the city in preparation for 
its role as his capital.“ Within the wider section, there is divine judgment with
25 Isaiah 1-39, 107.
26 Isaiah 1-39, 35; and again p.36: “Chapter 1 cannot be used to argue for a rejection of 
kingship, as such, in favor of another form of government.”
27 Cf. 1 Kgs 4.34; 10.Iff, 24; William J. Dumbrell, “Some Observations on the Political 
Origins of Israel’s Eschatology,” RTR 36 (1977) 33-41; idem, “The Purpose of the Book of 
Isaiah,” 117: “What is affirmed in this passage [Isa 2.2-4] is international submission to
divine kingship” (addition mine).
28 So Sweeney, Isaiah 1-4, 187, who views chs.2-4 as a unit (.Isaiah 1-39, 87-96); also J. 
Jensen (The Use o f tord by Isaiah: His Debate with the Wisdom Tradition [CBQMS 3; 
Washington, D.C.: Catholic Biblical Association, 1973] 62,89), who says of 2.2-4: “There 
is little doubt that in this oracle Yahweh is conceived of as divine king” (p.89); see
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specific reference to the leadership of Jerusalem (3 .Iff). 3.1-3 describe the present 
(or impending) removal of leaders, and vv.4-7 the disastrous implications of the 
replacement of leaders by incompetents (RSV, “boys” and “babes”) and women (cf. 
v.12), with vv.8-15 providing an explanation of this calamity.
The leadership focus of eh.3 is clear, yet there is no mention of king(s) (cf. 
3.2, 3,4,12,14 etc.), nor is loss of kingship referred to as part of the breakdown of 
social o rd e r .S ch ib le r  notices'10 that “other officials and dignitaries are mentioned 
much more often [than king(s)]", noting, 1.10 “rulers of Sodom”, 1.23 “princes”;
3.2-3 (which “contains a whole gamut of dignitaries”, namely, hero [TQJ], soldier
[n a n 1?» bpn ], prophet, judge, elder, counsellor [^UV], and others); 3.12,14; cf. 
9.14 [Eng. 15]. There is, it appears, a studied ignoring of the figure of the king. 
"All of them [Judah’s leaders] are scolded by the prophet, mostly for social evils 
and moral decadence, but, interestingly, never the king.”31
3.1-3 describe the removal of social leaders in “catalog fashion” , and the 
catalogue nature of the verses makes the omission of reference to any king all the 
more obvious, and “cannot be accidental, since the passage seems to be an attempt 
to give a comprehensive listing, not just selected examples.” It cannot be that the 
king alone is above condemnation, rather that (in the context of 2.2-4 and 4.2-6) the
Anderson’s discussion on YHWH as cosmic king of Zion (“Apocalyptic Rendering,” 18- 
21); cf. Ray Carlton Jones Jr., Yahweh’s judgment and kingship in the oracles o f Isaiah 
ben Amoz (Diss. Union Theological Seminary, Richmond, Virginia, 1990) 171-175.
29 As noted by Williamson, “The Messianic Texts in Isaiah 1-39,” in King and Messiah in 
Israel and the Ancient Near East. Proceedings o f the Oxford Old Testament Seminar (ed. 
John Day; JSOTSS 270; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998) 244.
“Messianism and Messianic Prophecy in Isaiah 1-12 and 28-33,” in The Lord’s 
Anointed: Interpretation o f Old Testament Messianic Texts (eds. Philip E. Satterthwaite, 
Richard S. Hess, and Gordon J. Wenham; Carlisle: The Paternoster Press/Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 1995) 90 (addition mine).
31 “Messianism,” 90 (addition mine). 
j2 Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 106.
33 Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 129. Williamson is another who notes that the loss of kingship 
is not referred to as part of the breakdown of social order, but offers no explanation 
(Variations on a Theme, 28).
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heavy emphasis of divine kingship ‘leaves no room’ for the human figure of the 
king. The vision of the future (1.26; 2.2-4; 4.2-6) does not include a human king 
figure, which would, it appears, provide the explanation for the ignoring of kingship 
in eh.3.34 In the first five chapters, though use is made of royal themes and 
imagery, especially in 2.2-4, there is no reference to (human) kings except in the 
superscription in 1.1.
2.2.2.1 The Superscription
1.1 is often compared with and related to the superscriptions that head other 
prophetic books,36 but for my purpose I seek to note its intimate relations with the 
contents of the book it heads. The sequence of four kings (“in the days of Uzziah, 
Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah”) is reflected in the rest of the book, 
and indeed the focus is on the death of kings: Uzziah (6.1, “In the year that King 
Uzziah died”), then Jotham is (apparently) dead (7.1, “In the days of Ahaz the son 
o f Jotham, son of Uzziah, king of Judah”), and 14.28 (“In the year that King Ahaz 
died came this oracle”). In this way the life-threatening illness of Hezekiah in 38.1 
and his anticipated demise in 39.8 (“in my days”) are prepared for and are part of a 
sequence. Kingship could be viewed as a ‘dying’ institution in Judah, with the 
deaths of kings, or their reprieves from death, punctuating the book.,7
’4 To J.J.M. Roberts (“The Divine King and the Human Community in Isaiah’s Vision of 
the Future,” in The Quest For the Kingdom o f God: Studies in Honor o f George E. 
Mendenhall [eds. H.B. Huffmon, F.A. Spina, and A.R.W. Green; Winona Lake, Indiana: 
Eisenbrauns, 1983] 128), Isaiah seems “curiously reticent to attack the Davidic kings”, 
though he is only too ready to criticise leaders bearing other titles.
36 Miscall, Isaiah, 26; Gray, “The Kingship of God in the Prophets and Psalms,” VT 11 
(1961) 14.
36 G.M. Tucker, “Prophetic Superscriptions and the Growth of the Canon,” in Canon and 
Authority: Essays in Old Testament Religion and Theology (eds. G.W. Coats and B.O. 
Long; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977) 56-70; D.N. Freedman, “Headings in the Books of the 
Eighth-Century Prophets,” A USS 25 (1987) 9-26.
37 Cf. Conrad, Reading Isaiah, 119-120,144,152; for Conrad this contrasts with “the reign 
of the people, who, as a community, will never die” (p.120), but I would suggest that the 
contrast is rather with the reign of God.
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2.22.2 A Messianic Figure in Isaiah 4.2?
4.2-6 (“In that day" [v.2a; fcOHn DVD]) provide a counterpart to 2.2-5 (cf. 
2.2a cran rrnnitt mm), and may complement the picture of the endtime seen 
earlier. Within 2.2-4 there is no mention of a Davidic figure, and such a figure, we 
argue, is also absent in the present passage. The “branch of YHWH” (¡Tim nft2£) 
has been identified as a technical term for a messianic figure in the prophets. 
PID22 describes a royal figure in Jer 23.3-5; 33.14-26, and is later used in this way in 
Zech 3.8; 6.9-15.39 We cannot rule out, according to Sweeney,40 “an originally 
royal association" for v.2, but vv.3-6 appear to have been added in part, in his view, 
to remove any potential royal understanding. We do not follow Sweeney’s 
redactional theories, but the point is that the context of 4.2 would seem to disallow 
any messianic interpretation.41 There is no reason to see in 4.2 anything more than 
the metaphor for wonderful growth that YHWH will cause to spring up in the age 
of salvation, as supported by the parallel expression “fruit of the land”.42 True 
enough, the parallelism does not require the parallel terms to be synonymous or 
identical and have the same referent,4’ but still, the parallel expression does not
J.G. Baldwin, “SEMAH as a Technical Term in the Prophets,” VT 14 (1964) 93-97; 
taking her lead from the Targum which translates with m m  (“the messiah of
YHWH”).
39 See Wolter Rose, Zerubbabel and Zemah -  Messianic Expectations in the Early Post- 
Exilic Period (Unpublished DPhil thesis; Oxford University, 1997) who argues that 11025 
ot to Zerubbabel but to a future messianic figure.
1-39, 94 (italics mine).
41 See the arguments of Young (The Book o f Isaiah: The English Text, with Introduction, 
Exposition, and Notes Volume I. Chapters 1-18 [NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965] 
173-176) in favour of the messianic interpretation. That is clear enough in Jer 23.5; 33.15;
Zech 3.8; 6.12 (the third category for TO22 in the BDB listing, p.855), but it can also be 
simply the verbal noun used of the sprouting of a plant (first category, Gen 19.25; Ezk 
16.7; 17.9; Isa 61.11; Ps 65.11) or “process of growth” (second category, Ezk 17.10).
42 So also Clements, Isaiah 1-39, 54.
4j J.J.M. Roberts, “The Meaning of 'H !"IQ?5 in Isaiah 4:2,” in Haim M.l. Gevaryahu 
Memorial Volume (ed. J.J. Adler; Jerusalem: World Jewish Bible Center, 1990) 111,112.
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encourage a messianic interpretation. We need see no more in the expression than a 
reference to the land and its produce, to good harvests, proverbial fertility, and the 
like, fulfilling the covenant promises of Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28 (cf. 
Amos 9.13ff). The “sprout of YHWH” simply means “the plant which the Lord has 
grown” (NEB), or “that which YHWH causes to sprout”.44 In Gen 19.25 the term is 
used for the vegetation destroyed with Sodom and Gomorrah, so that we might 
translate ¡TllT as “the vegetation of YHWH”.
Greenery imagery is later applied to Israel in the vineyard song (5.1-7), an 
agricultural metaphor is a remnant image in 37.31,32, and their prodigious growth 
is described in similar terms in 60.21,22. referring to God's people occurs in 
Ezek 16.7, where God says of Jerusalem, “I made you grow up like a plant (nQ25) 
of the field”. Isa 44.3,4 also speak of Jacob’s offspring as sprouting “like
willows by flowing streams”. There could thus be in 4.2 a reference to the human 
population that remains in Jerusalem and Judah.45 The phrase cannot, according to 
Wildberger, be applied to the remnant since “the fruit of the land" is to be provided 
“for the redeemed of Israel ” (‘PK-IB'1 ntD-^D1?).46 Roberts’ rejoinder is apposite: 
“The survivors could take delight and pride in the renewed growth of the population 
of the land. A citizen may look upon the population of which he or she is a part 
with joy and pride despite the fact that he or she is a part of it.”47 Thus a reference 
to the remnant in 4.2 is a genuine exegetical possibility. In contrast to some other 
occurrences of the term nQ2$, nothing in the present context links it with things
44 Cf. Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 162.
45 Cf. Becker, Isaias, 50.
46 Isaiah 1-12, 166 (emphasis mine). The noted phrase probably does ‘double-duty’ for 
both lines of the verse.
47 “The Meaning of 'H nOS in Isaiah 4:2,” 114.
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Davidic, with no reference to a branch “for David” O H 1?), as in both Jeremiah
48passages.
We must conclude that most commentators are correct who do not consider 
the phrase to be messianic,49 but rather see in it reference either to the burgeoning 
new population of Jerusalem or to the miraculously abundant crops that God will 
cause to grow in the land in the eschatological future.
2.2.3 Isaiah Chapter 6
The historical setting for the chapter is provided by 6.1, “in the year that 
King Uzziah died”. The opening reference to King Uzziah is more than just a 
chronological marker. It is not sufficient to contend, as some have done, that 6.1 is 
“a mere dating formula”.50 It is unclear whether it is before or after his death, but 
the focus anyway is the king’s death, for otherwise, as noted by Schoors,51 the 
author would have called it “the fifty-second year of Uzziah” (cf. 2 Kgs 15.27). 
There is a distinct focus on the king’s death, so that Isaiah receives his call “at what 
is the end of an epoch”, or, as Knierim puts it, “a caesura in history”/  with the 
future rendered uncertain. Within v.l there is an implied contrast in kingships, the 
Davidic monarch, on the one hand, and YHWH upon the throne, on the other. 
Royal subjects frequently wished their king long life,54 but in the present instance 
there is the stark contrast between dead Uzziah and the eternal divine King.55 In
48 Becker viewing the passage as redactional and therefore late, sees it as another example 
of the transfer of a “königliche Prädikate” to the people (Isaias, 50).
49 E.g. G.B. Gray, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Isaiah I-XXVII 
(ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1912, 78; E.J. Kissane, The Book o f Isaiah, I (Dublin: 
Browne and Nolan, 1941) 47.
50 As critiqued by W.J. Dumbrell, “Worship and Isaiah 6,” RTR XLIII (Jan-Apr, 1984) 1.
51 “Isaiah, the Minister of Royal Anointment,” OTSXX  (1977) 101.
52 Dumbrell, “Worship and Isaiah 6 ” RTR XLIII (1984) 1.
53 “The Vocation of Isaiah,” IT  18 (1968) 49.
54 Brettler, God is King, 52 (cf. 2 Kgs 11.12; Ps 72.5,7,15,17).
55 Brettler argues (God is King, 52,178 n.3) that in the biblical text God's eternity is almost 
always associated with the root (Ex 15.18; Jer 10.10 etc.), or is mentioned next to
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chs.6ff, unlike chs.1-5, human kings feature, though neither a positive nor hopeful 
picture is given of them and their rule, the first indication being that the chapters 
open with notice of the death of a king.
2.2.3.1 God as King
Various features in the description of God in Isaiah 6 show his presentation 
as King. In 6.1 God is wearing a garment, since “his train [the skirts of his robe] 
filled the temple (^O^niTTlN with the only detail of the garment
its extra-ordinary size, but, according to Brettler, there is really nothing specific to 
distinguish God’s garments as ‘royal'.56 Dumbrell goes further than can be certain, 
when speaking of YHWH as “invested in his robes of state”.57 The problem is that 
biblical narrators do not describe royal garments, so that we cannot definitely say 
that God is pictured as arrayed in royal trappings.
In the Bible the throne is particularly associated with the king’s role as judge 
(1 Kgs 7.7; Ps 122.5; Prov 20.8),58 in meting out justice in Israel. In 6.1 the prophet
sees God KfcHl CH and if this ascribes large size to God’s throne, it
terms reminiscent of kingship (e.g. SET “to be enthroned”, or XD2 “throne”, Pss 9.8; 45.7 
etc.). Thus, in Isaiah 6 the picture is created of the Divine King who outlives any human 
king.
1 God is King, 79; indeed, all reference to clothing is discounted by G.R. Driver (“Isaiah 
6:1 ‘his train filled the temple’,” in Near Eastern Studies in Honor o f William Foxwell 
Albright [ed. H. Goedicke; Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins, 1971] 87-96), who 
dismisses the meaning “train” (RSV) in favour of “the extremities” i.e., “lower limbs” 
£.90).
“Worship and Isaiah 6,” 2. So too I. Engnell, The Call o f Isaiah: an Exegetical and 
Comparative Study (UUA 4; Uppsala: A.-B. Lundequistska; Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 1949) 
32, who speaks of “the kingly garment”. Wildberger (.Isaiah 1-12, 262) compares Jon 3.6, 
where the king of Nineveh removes his robe, but this reference may simply be necessary
because a change of garment is being described: “[he] removed his robe (nTlK), and
covered himself with sackcloth”. Schoors (“Minister of Royal Anointment,” 101)
compares 2 Chron 18.9 (“Now the king of Israel and Jehoshaphat the king of Judah were
sitting on their thrones, arrayed in their robes [O'HjQ]”), but nothing is specified about
what the ‘garments’ might be.
58 • •See Knierim, “The Vocation of Isaiah,” 54-57 for arguments for ch.6 being a judgment 
scene.
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parallels the huge garment worn by God. In any case, the enthronement of God is a 
way of ascribing kingship to God, the idea of a “throne” belonging to the 
conception of king (cf. Gen 41.40; Ex 11.15; 12.29; 2 Sam 7.12ff59).
The heavenly court is based on earthly royal prototypes,60 so that the divine 
council as depicted in ch.6 (and its frequently noted parallel in 1 Kgs 22.19-23) has 
God seated QKP 1 Kgs 22.19; Isa 6.1), a traditional posture of authority, and 
surrounded by members of the heavenly court who stand about him (1 Kgs 22.19; 
Isa 6.2, D’HftU). The picture is of the king and his counsellors, exactly parallel to 
human royal courts. We accept Brettler’s conclusion that “there are substantial 
similarities between the heavenly and human royal courts, suggesting that many 
aspects of the royal court were projected onto God’s court.”61
The temple ( ^ ’’H) location of the vision (v.lb) is the palace of the divine 
king, so YHWH is depicted as king enthroned Q^T) in his palace.62 Commentators 
cannot agree about whether the divine presence is located in the earthly sanctuary 
or in the heavenly palace of the king,1 but probably there is no pressing need to 
distinguish and decide between them in the present case.
59 . #
See Knierim, “The Vocation of Isaiah,” 53 for a long list of references; cf. Alison 
Salvesen, “The Trappings of Royalty in Ancient Hebrew,” in King and Messiah in Israel 
and the Ancient Near East: Proceedings of the Oxford Old Testament Seminar (ed. John 
Day; JSOTSS 270: Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998) 131-136 on NOD, and her 
conclusion: “it is clear that it is the key symbol of monarchy in AH [Ancient Hebrew]“ 
ip. 136; addition mine).
Brettler, God is King, 102-104; Max E. Polley, “Hebrew Prophecy Within the Divine 
Council of Yahweh Examined in its Ancient Near Eastern Setting,” in Scripture in Context 
(eds. C.D. Evans et ah, Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1980) 141-156.
61 God is King, 104.
Engnell, The Call o f Isaiah, 33, for the royal-cultic connection of the term TOY!, being 
an old Sumerian loan-word E-GAL, taken over via the Akkadian ekallu.
63 See Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 261,263, 27Iff.
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2.23.2  Kingship: Human and Divine
Such indicators of divine kingship are confirmed by the explicit reference to 
God as king in 6.5b (“for my eyes have seen the King YHWH of hosts”)-64 This is 
made more prominent with “the king” brought to the emphatic first position within
the clause (T JJ ¡TUT *0), though the ordering is perhaps
influenced by the word order in the previous two lines (6.5aa|3). This second 
occurrence of "f?» (cf. urn; -¡ban “King Uzziah”, v .l) “puts...Davidic kingship 
into its proper perspective”.65 Specifically, it puts Uzziah’s kingship into its proper 
evaluative framework.66 All earthly rule is to be measured against the yardstick of 
divine kingship. There appears to be a deliberate contrast between divine king and 
human king, and according to Williamson, “the suggestion certainly alerts us to the 
possibility that it would be wise to examine the themes of divine and human 
kingship in tandem in the book of Isaiah.”67 It is this that is attempted by the 
present thesis.
There is, then, in ch.6 an implied contrast of kingships, beginning from the
/ o
very first verse (v.l) and confirmed by the royal features in the description of the 
scene and the explicit reference to divine kingship in 6.5b.
64 For the concept of God as king, see J. Jeremias, Das Königtum Gottes in den Psalmen 
(JFRLANT 141; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1987).
5 Dumbrell, “Worship and Isaiah 6,” 5 (suspension points mine).
66 As noted by R.W.L. Moberly in a soon to be published paper (“‘Holy, Holy, Holy’:
Isaiah’s Vision of God”), the wording TiTTU (“King Uzziah”), instead of “Uzziah
king of Judah” (by analogy with 1.1) could be seen as anticipating and contrasting with the
depiction of YHWH as (v.5). Martin Buber also understands “the king” applied to
YHWH here as meaning “the true king”, as opposed to incumbent Uzziah (The Prophetic 
Faith [tr. Carlyle Witton-Davies; New York: Macmillan, 1949] 126 [italics Buber’s]). I am 
indebted for this reference to Dr Moberly.
67 Variations on a Theme, 3.
68 Dumbrell, “Worship and Isaiah 6,” 1.
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2.2.3.3 Isaiah 6 as a ‘Preface’ to Chapters 7ff
Otto Kaiser69 points to the literary function of ch.6 as introducing chs.7ff, 
and legitimating the judgment that is projected for Judah (and Israel). In this way 
Isaiah’s confrontation with Ahaz (ch.7) becomes an illustration of the judgment 
mentioned in ch.6, since it presents Isaiah’s prediction of Assyrian invasion as the 
embodiment of that judgment. As well, ch.6 provides, so Sweeney,70 a rationale for 
Isaiah’s failure to convince Ahaz in ch.7. Viewing ch.6, not as a call narrative, but 
as a “specific commission to make hearts fat”,71 the commission is carried out in 
chs.7-8, with Ahaz a leading example of 6.9b, 10a, and so we do not need the 
“Denkschrift” or “memoir” theory of 6.1-9.6 to link ch.6 with what follows it.72
Chapters often viewed as ‘messianic’ (chs.7,9,11) are thus prefaced by the 
ch.6 temple vision and commissioning of Isaiah with its marked emphasis on the 
kingship of YHWH (6.1,5). This would seem to put the reign (and death) of any 
human king in perspective, and relativise its significance. It gives a ‘new context’ 
to ‘classic' messianic passages. Given 6.1,5, ch.6 marks out the general theme of 
chs.7-11 as that of “Human kings versus the divine king”. In view of the contents 
of chs.7-8, so Liebreich,74 Isaiah 6 must be deemed properly placed, affirming as it 
does the superior kingship of God, and forming a “suitable introduction” to the 
chapters that follow.
69 Isaiah 1-12, 121,123.
70 Isaiah 1-39, 135.
7 1 .Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 53, in agreement with O.H. Steck, “Bemerkungen zu Jesaja 6,” BZ 16 
(1972) 189ff, p. 191: “Is 6 is vielmehr anhand einer völlig anderen Gattung gestaltet, die 
ich die Gattung der ‘Vergabe eines außergewöhnlichen Auftrags in der himmlischen
Thronversammlung’ nennen möchte.”
72 See S.A. Irvine, Isaiah, Ahaz, and the Syro-Ephraimitic Crisis (SBLDS 123; Atlanta: 
Scholars Press) 120-232 for an evaluation of K. Budde’s “Denkschrift Hypothesis” 
{Jesajas Erleben: Eine gemeinverständliche Auslegung der Denkschrift des Propheten 
(Kap. 6,1-9,6) (Gotha: Leopold Klotz Verlag, 1928), with a reminder that it is “only a 
theory” (p. 121); idem, “The Isaianic Denkschrift: Reconsidering an Old Hypothesis,” ZAW 
104(1992) 216-231.
73 Liebreich, “Compilation,” XLVI, 264.
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2.2.4 Isaiah Chapter 7
The chapter commences with a description of a failed attack on Jerusalem 
(7.1). The events recorded in 7.1 chronologically follow  Isaiah’s actions and 
words in 7.2-17. This prolepsis (v .l) has the effect of confirming the prophet’s 
assurances to Ahaz, shows how unnecessary are the king’s fears,76 and by so doing 
contributes to his negative portrayal. Ch.7 has two halves, with v . l8 beginning a 
new unit that enlarges on the punishment announced in v .l7. Unlike the earlier 
verses, vv. 18ff are not necessarily addressed to Ahaz. We will, therefore, confine 
our attention to 7.1-17.
2.2.4.1 The Kingship Theme in Isaiah 7
From the expressed intention of the coalition quoted in 7.6 it appears that it 
is not the future of the nation, so much as the survival of the Davidic dynasty that is 
at stake, the main aim of the coalition being specifically to replace the Davidic 
Ahaz with a puppet king. The focus of the narrative is the specifically Davidic 
nature of kingship and its possible demise. In contrast to 2 Kings 16, an appeal by 
Ahaz to Assyria receives no mention in the Isaiah narrative, so that the dynastic 
implications are allowed to predominate.
74 “The Position of Chapter Six in the Book of Isaiah,” HUCA 25 (1954) 40.
Cf. 2 Kgs 16.5, which singles out Ahaz personally as the specific object of the siege 
(“and they besieged Ahaz but could not conquer him.”) We do not assume the textual 
priority of either Isaiah 7 or 2 Kgs 16, but make intertextual comparisons and contrasts 
(see K. Budde, “Isaiah vii.l and 2 Kings xvi.5,” ExpTim 11 [1899/1900] 327-330).
6 Cf. Irvine, Syro-Ephraimitic Crisis, 137; also Ackroyd, “The Biblical Interpretation of 
the Reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah,” in In the Shelter o f Elyon: Essays on Ancient Palestine 
Life and Literature in Honor o f G. W. Ahlström (eds. W. Boyd Barrick and John R. 
Spencer; JSOTSS, 31; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1984) 248,250; idem, “Historians and 
Prophets,” SEÄ 33 (1968) 24,27-28, Ackroyd seeing notable differences between Isaiah 7 
and 2 Kgs 16 as reinforcing the impression in the present text of entirely unnecessary 
panic.
7 Cf. Klaus Seybold, Das davidische Königtum im Zeugnis der Propheten (FRLANT 107; 
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1972) 67: “Die Spitze des Unternehmens war 
demnach gegen den herrschenden König aus der Jerusalemer Dynastie gerichtet.”
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What can be described as a negative attitude is taken to all the human kings 
mentioned within the chapter. What the prophet thinks of the substitution of “the
son of Tabeel (bxaB )” on the throne is in part made clear by the very naming. The 
LXX renders it iaper|A, which corresponds to Hebrew which in Ezra 4.7 is
the name of a Persian official. The pretender's name has been changed, from one 
meaning “God is good" to one suggesting “good for nothing” (BDB p.370). Isaiah 
clearly does not favour the substitution of leaders. Repeated naming of Pekah (v.l)
7 0only by the designation “the son of Remaliah” (vv.4,5,9; 8.6) is also pejorative. 
In v.l 6 the expression “both of her kings (JTD^O *W)” may imply that Rezin was 
really the co-king of Samaria with Pekah, so this can be read as a further ‘put 
down’ of Pekah. The reference to the “fierce anger” of the two foreign kings is
O Afollowed by a “sarcastic explanation of the allusion”: YHWH describes them as 
“two tails of these smoking firebrands” (v.4) implying that, however menacing they
now seem to be, both will soon sputter out.81 As well, the use of “these” (n*?Kn) is
0 7pejorative. “ “Rezin” almost certainly conceals the form (“goodwill,
favour”, cf. LXX Paaoacov), this being avoided because of its favourable 
overtones. Isaiah addresses Ahaz as the “house of David" (v.l3a; as does the 
narrator in v.2a), a title he did not deserve, and in so doing implies that his fearful, 
and then unfaithful, behaviour is hardly fitting for a descendant of David.
Throughout the section, there is an alternation between the singular address 
to Ahaz (vv.4,5a, 11,16b, 17a) and the plural address to the Davidic house (vv.9b, 
13,14a). This is explained by Ahaz’s character as the representative of the royal
78 So too Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 300; cf. 1 Sam 10.11; 20.27,30; 22.12.79 Oswald T. Allis, The Old Testament: Its Claims and Its Critics (Nutley, New Jersey:Presbyterian and Reformed, 1972) 43.80 Irvine, Isaiah, Syro-Ephraimitic Crisis, 151.
81 So too Wegner, Examination, 93.82 • • « 9 5See the discussion in chapter 6 (“these smoking firebrands”).83 Ackroyd, “Historians and Prophets,” 29 n.14.
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house, Ahaz being more than an individual, but a symbol of the Davidic dynasty, 
indeed, of the monarchic principle itself.84 The primary concern of the narrative is 
the fate of the house of David, not merely the personal survival of the individual 
figure of Ahaz, and the chapter gives no flattering view of Judean kingship.
7.9b (“If you will not believe [1]*72Nn], surely you shall not be established 
p a o a n ]”) alludes to the dynastic promise.8' In the context of the attitude of fear 
(v.2) and the earlier injunction not to fear (v.4), this is turned into a warning to the 
royal court that the promise may be forfeited.86
The name “Immanuel UQJ7)” can be viewed as an echo of the promise 
that God will be “with" David and his offspring (cf. 2 Sam 7.9 1 Kgs 1.37;
11.38; Ps 89.21-22,25). YHWH was “with” the Davidic kings in a special way. 
Scholars debate the import of the Immanuel sign, whether salvation or disaster, or 
both, precisely in what the sign consists, whether the child’s birth from his
name, his diet, or a combination of these. Limitations of space do not allow even a 
cursory survey of opinions on this much-contested text, nor does this thesis require 
it. Despite the presence of other named sons of Isaiah (cf. 7.3; 8.3), there is no 
positive indication in the text that the woman in question was the prophet’s wife.88 
The suggestion is often made that 7.14 refers to the wife of the king, and the child,
84 Cf. Miscall, Isaiah, 36; Laato, Who is Immanuel?, 119,120.
85 As appears from the use of the Niphal of (cf. the prophecy of Nathan in 2 Sam 
7.16; also 1 Sam 25.28; 1 Kgs 11.38-39; Isa 55.3, and the frequent occurrence of root 1QK
in Ps 89.22-38 [Eng. 21-37]).
86 Seybold (Königtum, 70) sees this implied in the double negative.87
For the different interpretations of the Immanuel saying, see the extensive listing in J. 
Coppens, Le messianisme royal: Ses origines, son développement, son accomplissement 
(Lectio Divina 54; Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1968) 69 n.20, who notes “Des trois 
passages [i.e., Isa 7.10-17; 9.1-6 and 11.1-5], Is 7, 10-17 est le plus controversé” (p.69;
addition mine).
88 Cf. Williamson, Variations on a Theme, 103; Wegner, Examination, 114-115, 118-119.
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even Hezekiah, but suffice it to say that there is no firm evidence that the child is 
a royal prince.90 Though 7.14-17 is connected (in some way) with the threat to the
• 89
Davidic house, a connection of “Immanuel” with the fate of the royal house does 
not require that the be one of the king’s wives or the child a Davidic prince.
Wegner admits as much: “The identity of the child and mother is difficult to 
determine and does not appear to be a question which the text was intended to 
answer.”91 The name “Immanuel” is an important part of the sign, whether the 
“with us” is inclusive (“God [is] with us [all]”) or exclusive (“God [is] with us [who 
have faith, and not with you]”92). The ambivalent nature of the sign may mean that 
the Davidic house still has a future,93 but, more likely, it expresses: -“God’s 
commitment to his people overrides a specific concern for any particular historical 
dynasty.”94 The language of v.13 is harsh, and the giving of a sign to one who did 
not want one (v.14), would seem to indicate that there is an element (at least) of
89 See S. Mowinckel, He That Cometh (tr. G.W. Anderson; Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1956) 110-119; C.R. North, “Immanuel,” IDB, II, 687-688. This is no more than a 
possibility, as conceded by Wegner (Examination, 115,117-118).
0 As acknowledged by Williamson, though this is the view he would take: “The infant 
Immanuel himself, of course, is not provided with any specific family tree” ( Variations on 
a Theme, 110); contra Coppens {Le messianisme royal, 73), who claims “le caractère royal
d’Emmanuel est confirmé” (though he must rely on supposed Ugarit parallels).
91 Examination, 121,122.
92“ Most scholars read the name as having a positive connotation (e.g. Clements, Isaiah 1- 
39, 88). As noted by Wegner (Examination, 125), a negative connotation is possible for at 
least three reasons: (1) Ahaz’s demonstrated lack of faith (v.12); (2) the word P 1? 
(“therefore”, v,14a) often (but not exclusively, pp. 126,127) introduces a pronouncement of 
judgment; (3) Isa 8.8 uses “Immanuel” in what is clearly a judgment context (8.5-8).
93 So too Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 313.
94
Williamson, “Messianic Texts,” 253. As tabulated by Wegner (Examination, 124 n.281) 
it is common in the Bible for YHWH to promise his presence in a time of crisis: Abraham 
and Isaac (Gen 26.3), Jacob (Gen 28.15), Joseph (Gen 39.2,3,21, 23), Joshua (Josh 6.27), 
and David (1 Sam 18.14). Thus the “with him/you/us” expression cannot be at all limited 
to the house of David. We do not, however, go as far as Becker, who views the Immanuel 
Oracle as redactionally given a new interpretation, so that the birth of the (royal?) child is 
now understood “im Sinne einer wunderbaren Vermehrung der aus dem Exil 
heimgekehrten Gemeinde” {Isaias, 54; cf. p.57), seeing that there is no indication that 
anything but an actual child is intended.
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judgment in the given name. Whether or not the character of the name is primarily 
positive or ominous for Ahaz and the house of David is not vital to decide, for the 
ambiguity is probably deliberate.^
2.2.4.2 Isaiah 7 in Relation to Isaiah 36-39
Since Ackroyd's 1982 study it has become common to draw attention to the 
parallels and contrasts between Ahaz (eh.7) and Hezekiah.96 Conrad lists six points 
of comparison of Isaiah 36-39 with Isaiah 7,97 enabling him to conclude that “each 
narrative reflects the same type-scene and contains the same sequence of motifs.” 
(1) Each narrative begins with an invading army entering the territory and 
threatening the city of Jerusalem.” (2) The geographical focus in Jerusalem is the 
same: “the conduit of the upper pool on the highway to the Fuller’s Field” (7.3; 
36.2), arguably connected to the siege situation in both cases. (3) Both narratives 
report the great distress of the Judean king of the time. (4) Both kings are offered a 
“fear not” (R T,n “ i7R) oracle of assurance (7.4-9; 37.6-7).98 (5) Both kings are 
offered a sign (DIR) as confirmation of YHWH’s word (7.11; 37.30). (6) Both 
narratives record the sparing of king and city, but this is followed by a prediction of 
a worse disaster that will follow in the future (7.15-25; 39.6-7). (7) Reference to 
the “steps o f Ahaz” (whatever it denotes) in 37.8 provides an obvious link to the 
earlier Ahaz narrative. We add to the usually noted comparisons: (8) the Davidic 
focus of the threat in both cases, 7.2a,6,13 (cf. “David” references in 37.35; 38.5), 
together with pointed threats made against both Ahaz (7.6) and Hezekiah (36.2ff).
95 So E.M. Good, Irony in the Old Testament (London: SPCK, 1965) 122,123.
96 “Isaiah 36-39,” 17ff. A marked exception is Smelik (“Distortion,” 82,86) who only 
notes in passing the contrast between Ahaz and Hezekiah, but makes the major contrast the 
one that is between Zedekiah (Jeremiah 38) and Hezekiah. Smelik is building on the work 
of S. de Jong, “Hizkia en Zedekia: over de verhouding van 2 Kon. 18:17-19:37/Jes. 36-37 
tot Jer. 37:1-10,” ACEBT 5 (1984) 135-146. Olley rightly points out that this is a more 
remote literary parallel than the one that lies to hand in Isaiah 7 (‘“Trust in the Lord’: 
Hezekiah, Kings and Isaiah,” TynBul 50.1 [1999] 61).
97 Reading Isaiah, 38-40; idem, “Royal Narratives,” 67,68.
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Conrad also notes some differences between the two passages, examples of 
which are:ji (1) the contrast between the introductions to the two narratives: “but 
they could not conquer it: (7.1) as opposed to “and took them” (36.1); features that 
reveal the contrasting portraiture of the two monarchs: 7.1b makes it clear that the 
threat to Jerusalem is inconsequential and will fail, but 36.1 presents the Assyrian 
threat to Jerusalem as real and likely to succeed; (2) the destruction wrought by the 
Assyrian king as predicted in 7.14-25 and 8.6-8; (3) important aspects of 
Rabshakeh's speech which echo the Lord's previous threats (36.10 and 10.5-6; 
36.18-20 with 37.10-13 and 10.8-11,13-14); (4) anticipation of the eventual
downfall of the Assyrian king in 10.15-19 as reflected at 37.22-29, 36-38; (5) 
Hezekiah’s acceptance of and even request for a sign (37.30; 38.7,22) which 
contrasts with Ahaz’s refusal (7.12); (6) the contrast between the two kings’ 
relationships with the prophet Isaiah; (7) the contrast between the two kings in the 
matter of faithfulness (7.9; 38.3); (8) the partial fulfilment of the portrayal of the 
ideal king in 8.23-9.6 in the person of Hezekiah, as emphasised especially by the 
use of the same clause “the zeal of YHWH of hosts will do this” in both passages 
(9.6; 37.32), both placed at climactic points in the narrative.
Ackroyd and those who follow him emphasise the comparison and contrast 
drawn between the figures of Ahaz and Hezekiah, respective representatives of the 
royal house.100 The one king is set in contrast to the other, though the contrast is 
commonly over-drawn. The picture drawn of Ahaz is negative, in part directly 
(v.13), though largely only by implication.101 The chapter does not systematically 
blacken his character. Ackroyd uniformly thinks in terms of idealisation so far as 
the presentation of Hezekiah is concerned: “Over against him [Ahaz] there are
98 Reading Isaiah, 34-51; Liebreich, “Compilation,” . / ^  XLVI, 262.
99 Reading Isaiah, 41-46 cf. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 458.
100 Cf. J. Blenkinsopp, A History o f Prophecy in Israel from the Settlement in the Land to 
the Hellenistic Period (London: SPCK, 1984) 109-110; Laato, Who is Immanuel?, 124; 
Sweeney, Isaiah 1-4, 12-13.
101 As admitted by Ackroyd, “Ahaz and Hezekiah,” 248.
57
adumbrations in the presentation of Hezekiah of that ultimate idealization’'.102 In 
later chapters of this thesis, I will give reasons for questioning Ackroyd’s approach 
to this matter.
Ackroyd stresses the role of Hezekiah in chs.36-39 and views (with some 
reason) the portrayal of Hezekiah in those chapters as presented in direct contrast to 
that of Ahaz in 6.1-9.6. It is well to note, however, that Ahaz only features in ch.7, 
and then only in the first half of that chapter (7.1-17), and is only allowed to speak 
once, and a short speech at that (7.12). Ahaz is characterised in 7.2 by the 
narrator's description, in vv.3-9 by what YHWH says to Isaiah, but is directed at 
Ahaz (v.3,4 “Go forth to meet Ahaz,...and say to him”). Ahaz, consistent with v.2, 
is characterised as fearful, given the imperatives of v.4a, the deriding of the enemy 
(w.4b-9a) and the warning of v.9b. There is no complex characterisation up to and 
including v.9, but only the one characteristic of fear. Ahaz is a one-dimensional 
character. V v.10,13-17 are the words of YHWH (through Isaiah) to Ahaz (v.lOa,
“Again YHWH spoke to Ahaz”; resumed by the simple in v.l3a). Ahaz’s
one speech (v.12) is crucial for his characterisation, and in it he alludes to Deut 
6.16. This reveals Ahaz as an unbeliever, and serves to explain his fear: Ahaz is 
afraid because he will not believe. As we shall see, Hezekiah, by way of contrast, 
is a complex, multi-dimensional character,10’ who is prominently featured in an 
extensive series of narratives.
102“ “Theology of a Book,” 58 (addition mine). For Sweeney, Hezekiah serves as a model 
of piety in deliberate contrast to the portrayal of Ahaz in ch.7, and “thereby serves the 
ideology of Deutero-Isaiah who rejects the notion of royal self-reliance in favor of reliance 
on YHWH” (.Isaiah 1-39, 457; cf. A. Laato, A Star Is Rising. The Historical Development 
o f the Old Testament Royal Ideology and the Rise o f the Jewish Messianic Expectations 
[International Studies in Formative Christianity and Judaism 5; Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars 
Press, 1997] 118,119, who believes that chs.36-39 show a tendency to portray Hezekiah as 
the opposite to Ahaz).
Conrad is another who notes that Hezekiah is a more fully developed character in chs. 
36-39 compared to Ahaz in ch.7 (“Royal narratives,” 71,77).
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2.2.5 Isaiah 8.23-9.6
8.23- 9.6 [Eng. 9.1-7] comes as a “counter” 104 to the preceding indications of 
unfaithfulness in the Davidic house. The “royal failure” 105 traced in chs.7-8 is 
'answered' in 8.23-9.6 by the establishment of a ruler in the Davidic line. In our 
analysis of this passage, we will restrict ourselves to topics central to our concern of 
kingship, human and divine.
2.2.5.1 Divine saving Action
8.23- 9.6 forms a distinct contrast to Isaiah 8.1-22, with 8.22 contrasted with 
the message of hope that follows (cf. 8.23a, the adversative *0 “but”, which sense
is supported by the negative particle which follows it and draws a contrast to 
the preceding verse).106 9.1 develops the contrast of light and dark from the 
preceding verses. In the following chapter, the “light of Israel” (10.17) is an 
appellative for God, so that the “great light” of 9.1 is a metaphor of the saving 
action of God, and need not refer to the appearance of a messianic figure.107
In terms of form criticism, the passage as a whole can be most adequately 
described as hymn-like. Certain deeds of YHWH are commemorated and praised. 
Indications of the hymn-like character of the piece include the fact that YHWH is 
addressed (v.2a), use of perfects to relate his deeds, and multiple occurrence of the
104 Ackroyd, “Presentation of a Prophet,” 41 n.72.
105 Ackroyd, “Presentation of a Prophet,” 43.
106 Wegner (Examination, 150) is one among others who argues for "O used adversatively 
and has a long excursus on 8.23 (pp.150-161).
107 Contrary to M.E.W. Thompson, “Isaiah’s Ideal Ruler,” JSOT 24 (1982) 79-88, who 
sees the promise of a new situation in the “latter time” (8.23) as “effected, humanly 
speaking, through the advent of the ideal Davidic ruler” (p.84). Yet, as admitted by 
Thompson (p.86 n.10), presumably the “he” of 8.23 must be YHWH, both for the latter 
and the former times (TMn..."PpH). There is nothing in the text about human agents, 
and certainly not a Davidic ruler, who is not spoken of until the last two verses of the 
passage (9.5,6). Wegner suggests that the great light “is probably a metaphor for the 
deliverance of God” (Examination, 160).
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introductory (vv.3,4,5).108 8.23b may be thought of as an exposition or heading 
for the hymn, giving a broad statement of the events celebrated in the subsequent 
hymn, and in that sense, 8.23b “is a key to understanding the entire passage.” 109 
YHWH is the (third person) subject of two sentences that describe the decisive 
change in fate of the mentioned Israelite territories: the first sentence looking back 
ni?3) on how YHWH had treated these areas with contempt; the second
sentence envisioning how in the future fl'n n K m ) he will treat them with honour. 
The future liberation is ascribed wholly to YHWH.
In 9.2 the prophet addresses God directly (“You have multiplied (fYOHn) 
the nation etc.”), crediting YHWH for the people’s new-found hope (“you have 
increased (n ^ U n )  its joy”). This is substantiated by vv.3-5 which list specific 
reasons for the rejoicing of v.2, each verse in turn beginning with the conjunction 
*0: v.3 describing the end of foreign domination, a second reason for celebration 
follows in v.4, and in vv.5-6 a final reason for rejoicing. Human kingship, then, 
only comes to expression here, where it forms a third reason for the people’s joy. 
The first reason (v.3) is explicit in attributing the source of joy to the activity of
God in acting to liberate his people (“you have broken (DHriH) as on the day of 
Midian”). The victory of v.3 is YHWH’s doing, like one of the miracles of the old 
holy wars, and there is no explanation of the mode of the enemy’s defeat, certainly 
no reference to any human agency. In 8.23ff Harrelson finds connections to the
See Hogenhaven, “On the Structure and Meaning of Isaiah VIII 23B,” VT 37 (1987) 
220 n.4 and the authorities cited there; cf. Seybold, Königtum, 89-91. Wildberger argues 
that it is a song of thanks (Isaiah 1-12, 388), given that in an actual hymn YHWH is 
spoken of in the third person (contrary to v.2), and that perfects are more fitting in a song 
of thanks (Danklied), in which the subject recalls what happened before. Either way, as
hymn or song of thanks, it is the deeds of YHWH that are celebrated.
109 Hogenhaven, “Isaiah VIII 23B,” 218; but note the cautions of Wegner (Examination, 
168,169), who points out several major dissimilarities to a song of thanksgiving (or 
Danklied). The other main form-critical contenders, however, namely accession oracle
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premonarchic period,110 most notably the “day of Midian” (9.3).111 For Harrelson, 
the best analogy for the ruler God is providing is to be found in the judges. We 
note too 10.26 (“as when he smote Midian at the rock of Oreb”), this being G od’s 
work. Reference in 8.23 to “the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali” is yet 
another link to Gideon’s victory over the Midianites (Judg 6.35; cf. 4.6,10112). It is 
therefore probable, so Williamson,* 11’ that we should understand YHWH’s activity 
to lie behind the impersonally expressed second explanatory clause as well (v.4), 
continuing as it does the military theme.114 Within the third explanatory section 
(v.5), the overriding context, according to Williamson, makes it clear that the 
passive verbs (the BHS editor would change the third verb to a passive as well, 
proposing the Niphal but there are many examples in the Bible where the
Qal stem of N“lp takes a passive sense115) have God as their “logical subject”, so 
that the birth (or accession, as some would view it) of the child is due entirely to the 
activity of God. In v.6 the subject of the action is not clearly indicated, but in view 
of the concluding assertion (“The zeal of YHWH of hosts will do this”), God is
and birth announcement, whatever their respective merits, build on the narrow base of vv.5 
and 6 only.
110 “Nonroyal Motifs in the Royal Eschatology,” in Israel’s Prophetic Heritage: Essays in 
Honor of James Muilenburg (eds. B.W. Anderson and W. Harrelson; London: SCM, 1962) 
151-153.
111 See J.P.J. Olivier, “The Day of Midian and Isaiah 9:3b,” JNSL IX (1981) 143-149 for 
the close relation of the passage and earlier Judges traditions; cf. Miscall, Isaiah, 41, who
sees allusion to the story of Gideon and Abimelech, with its dismal view of monarchy.
112 Cf. N. Na’aman, “Literary and Topographical Notes on the Battle of Kishon (Judges iv- 
v),” VT40 (1990) 434-436.
113 Variations on a Theme, 33.
114 Those who find reference in vv.3,4 to the terminology of holy war (for citations, see 
Wegner, Examination, 179 n.259) add to the evidence for seeing a focus here on divine 
action. Wegner notes: “This same terminology is also reused in Isaiah (10:24-27; 14:25- 
27) in the context of God’s protection of the nation from Assyrian oppression” (p. 180; 
emphasis mine).
11? For details see Wegner, Examination, 147.
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likely intended: God establishing CpDH4?) and upholding the throne of David.116 
The other (less likely) alternative is that the task belongs to the child of v.5. The 
notable emphasis on divine activity serves to show that “the birth of the king is not 
primarily to be seen as the arrival of a saviour-figure in his own right” U1 His 
arrival is part of a larger deliverance that God will effect for his people
To sum up, human rulership comes to expression only in the last two verses 
of the passage (9.5,6), and is thus set into a particular context. What the human 
figure is predicted here as doing “he apparently does...in response to the prior 
deliverance of Yahweh”.119 The passage celebrates YHWH’s act of deliverance.
2.2.5.2 The Figure of Isaiah 9.5,6
In vv.4,6 Isaiah uses imperfect and converted perfect forms. The return to 
perfect forms *¡1"!]) and converted imperfects f ’lim , N“)pvl) does not require a 
past tense translation of v.5,120 so that, contrary to Laato and Irvine,121 the verse 
may predict a future child, not simply reflect on a past event and its significance for 
the present. Jesper Hogenhaven argues that the “real” time-aspect of 8.23-9.6 is 
that of the future, revealed through the imperfect in 9.6. With more
certainty, “from now and for evermore” (v.6) shows that the outlook is futuristic,
116 Irvine, Syro-Ephraimitic Crisis, 232. If there is a connection to 2 Samuel 7, as a 
number of commentators suggest, the uses of this root in that passage (7.12, “I will 
establish fTÜ'Om] his kingdom”; 7.16, “your throne shall be established [7DJ] for ever") 
have God as the agent in the establishing of David’s rule.
Williamson, Variations on a Theme, 33 (italics mine); cf. Werner H. Schmidt, “Die 
Ohnmacht des Messias: zur Überlieferungsgeschichte der messianischen Weissagungen im 
Alten Testament,” KuD 15 (1969) 20,21.
118 A point also noted by Williamson, Variations on a Theme, 31.
Roberts, “Divine King,” 129 (suspension points mine).
120 Cf. Bruce K. Waltke and M. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax
(Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 1990) §33.3.Id.
121 Laato, Who is Immanuel?, 177; Irvine, Syro-Ephraimitic Crisis, 229, 231 n.51.
122 “Isaiah VIII 23B,” IT37 (1987) 221 n.12.
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though, given HnUft (“from now”), it is not a distant future.12’ Wegner’s working 
definition of messianic expectation in Isaiah, then, does not include an extreme 
eschatological perspective: “The hope which is engendered by the belief in a future 
ruler/deliverer who will set up an everlasting kingdom and bring salvation to the 
people o f  God,” 124 On this definition (without getting into unnecessary disputes 
over definitions), we fail to find ‘messianic expectation’ in Isaiah 9, for the future 
Davidic ruler anticipated neither acts as deliverer nor sets up the kingdom over 
which he exercises rule. YHWH himself does these two things.125
The designation *12? (v.5 “Prince”; cf. m ttfttn  [w.5a,6a, “government”]), as 
noted by Harrelson, “ is employed most frequently not of kings, but of military or 
political leaders under the authority of the monarch.127 This may be an instance of a 
deliberate avoidance of the imagery of kingship,128 that the designation “king” 
might be reserved for YHWH (cf. 6.5). What is in view is an office of leadership 
under YHWH's rule,129 which is rule in proper relationship to God.
123 Cf. Examination, 4.
124 Ibid; more generally, see R.E. Clements, “The Messianic Hope in the Old Testament,” 
JSOT 43 (1989) 3-19; S. Talmon, “The Concepts of M ASIAH and Messianism in Early 
Judaism,” in The Messiah: Developments in Earliest Judaism and Christianity (The First 
Princeton Symposium on Judaism and Christian Origins; ed. James H. Charlesworth; 
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992) 79-115.
125 .Becker is right to stress the theocratic emphasis of the passage as presently constituted 
(the result of redaction according to him), but we cannot follow him in his argument that 
9.5 and 11.1 are reinterpreted as “der Geburt des neuen Israel” (Isaias, 56; cf. pp.58-62; 
and his summary on p.69).
126 “Nonroyal Motifs,” 151.
127 Von Rad, Old Testament Theology, Volume //, 172, who views the term as describing 
one who is responsible to a higher authority; BDB lists no reference to “12? applied to a 
king, the closest being 1 Sam 22.2 (.BDB 978 l.b.), which refers to David as “leader” of a 
marauding band (cf. 1 Kgs 11.24).
128 Schultz notes that neither in ch.9 or 11 is the figure called “king” ("]*?£) (“The King in 
the Book of Isaiah,” 149).
Cf. G. von Rad, “The Royal Ritual in Judah,” in The Problem o f the Hexateuch and 
Other Essays (tr. E.W. Trueman Dicken; London: Oliver & Boyd, 1966) 230,231.
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Further, we would see merit in the suggestion of Wegner1 J° for the name(s) 
of v.5b to be viewed as two theophoric names. According to Wegner, “The name 
[thus understood] would be intended as a sign emphasizing God’s greatness 
witnessed through his dealings with the nation of Israel”.* 1’1 If the name is to be 
understood in this way, it underlines again that the establishment of peace is the 
work of YHWH, not of the child. God is “prince of peace'’ because he brings about 
a kingdom of whose peace “there will be no end” (v.6). Given all this, it is 
difficult to understand the conclusion Wegner draws from his study of Isaiah 9 that 
what is depicted is a “future deliverer”,1 ’2 *for the conclusion does not follow from 
his own study of the text that is thorough and otherwise convincing. The clear 
emphasis o f the passage is on God as deliverer.
Laato views 8.23b-9.6 as fulfilled in Isaiah 36-37, seeing the “word-bridge” 
(as he calls it) between 9.6b and 37.32 as support, and he argues that the Immanuel 
prophecy of ch.7 is a prediction of the birth of Hezekiah.1”  He finds support in the 
supposed contrast in portraiture between Ahaz and Hezekiah, thinking in terms of 
an idealisation of Hezekiah.134 Ackroyd also sees the oracle of the Davidic child as
• i  o  c
possibly connected to Hezekiah, with his view of the Ahaz/Hezekiah contrast 
again influencing his interpretation. Our study of chs.36-39 will not support this 
understanding.
Wegner, Examination, 183-201; idem., “A Re-examination of Isaiah IX 1-6,” VT 42 
(1992) 109-112; modifying the earlier proposal of W.L. Holladay, Isaiah: Scroll o f a 
Prophetic Heritage (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1978) 106-109. More recently Goldingay 
has come to a similar conclusion, “The Compound Name in Isaiah 9:5(6),” CBQ 61 (1999) 
239-244.
131 “Re-examination,” 111 (addition mine). 
lj2 Examination, 199-201,213.
1 'X'X “About Zion I will not be silent'’: The Book o f Isaiah as an Ideological Unity (ConB 
OT Series 44; Lund: Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1998) 121 (see 2.1.5 on Jewish 
interpretive traditions).
L’4 "About Zion", 103,104.
lj5 “The Death of Hezekiah,” 221.
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In summary, then, the ‘birth announcement’ (if that is what it is) of w.5,6a 
leaves no doubt about the Davidic nature of the ruler described (v.6, “upon the
throne of David”), and N03, HD'pOQ, 'TDn1?, and D^UTU? are all terms having 
strong links to the dynastic oracle of 2 Samuel 7 and wider Davidic tradition.Ij6 
There is the prediction of a future Davidic ruler, though with the clear emphasis in 
the passage on divine initiative and achievement.1 ’7
2.2.5.3 Leadership in Isaiah 9.7-10.27
Conrad argues that the “fear not” oracle in 10.24-271,8 has a similar setting 
to Isaiah 41, and is, as there, addressed to the community (here identified as “my 
people who dwell in Zion”). The oracle is set in the wider context of the coming 
judgment of YHWH against his people (9.7-10.27) because the leadership has 
failed (9.12-15 [Eng. 13-16]). God’s agent of judgment is “Assyria” (10.5-11), who 
argues, “Are not my commanders all kings?” (v.8), the implication being, so 
Conrad, that warring activity is one proper to kings. Now the context of 10.24- 
27 is the passage bracketed by the inclusio of 8.23-9.6 and 11.1-10 about the ideal 
future king, and so the identification of 10.24-27 as a war oracle addressed to the 
people of Zion suggests (to Conrad) that the community is the ideal king of chs.9 
and 11.
Conrad’s thesis is more easily established for passages in chs.40ff, as we 
shall see, and is less likely here. Isaiah 9 and 11 present a strongly individualised
C. Kruse, “David’s Covenant,” VT 35 (1985) 139-164. We cannot, therefore, accept 
Sweeney’s too easy ‘solution’ that in the final (late-5lh century, as he views it) edition of 
Isaiah, the absence of reference to a specific Davidic figure (as opposed to an Ahaz or a 
Josiah) enables 9.1-6 to be read as portraying YHWH’s rule as the ultimate fulfillment of 
the Davidic promise (“On Multiple Settings in the Book of Isaiah,” SBL 1993 Seminar 
Papers [ed. Eugine H. Lovering; Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1993] 272-273). The 
Davidic nature of the hoped-for figure is crystal clear.
Cf. Seybold, Königtum, 171, who says that for Isaiah, the formation and preservation of 
Davidic political rule “als Jahwes Werk angesehen sind”, and the continued existence of 
the Davidic kingdom “von Jahwes Rechtswillen (HfrOp 9,6) abhängig ist.” 
lj8 Fear Not Warrior, 120.
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portrait of the ruler (e.g. “For to us a child is born”), and there is nothing in these 
passages that would suggest a corporate interpretation. If the anticipated Davidic 
ruler in a personal sense is absent in chs.40ff, his absence cannot be ‘explained' by 
adopting a corporate interpretation of the figure in chs.9 and 11.
2.2.6 Isaiah 11.1-10
There is a syntactical break at 10.33, indicated by the introductory ¡"1311, 
“Behold" (v.33a).140 Then, vv.33,34 predict YHWH’s action against the arrogant 
foreign enemy, and the announcement of punishment is phrased in metaphorical 
terms of forest/tree. The chapter division is unfortunate, for 10.33-34 is connected 
to 11.1, with the lopping of the lofty boughs being preliminary to the growth of the 
Davidic shoot, which is a continuation of the tree metaphor now used to describe 
the arrival of a leader.141 As in his study of Isaiah 9, Wegner immediately jumps to 
the conclusion that in 11.1 “the image [is] describing this deliverer as coming from 
the UT3 of Jesse”.142 The conjunction at the beginning of 11.1 (NlTl) is to be 
noted, and, according to Irvine141, likely has an adversative meaning, “but" or “on 
the other hand”, and the converted perfect sets the event into the context of the 
future. 10.33,34 make it patently clear that it is YHWH, and not “the shoot from 
the stump of Jesse”, who deals effectively with the Assyrian threat. Laato sees a 
difficulty in interpreting ch. 11 in terms of Hezekiah, seeing that he did not become 
king only “after the destruction of Assyria” as 11.1 postulates,144 but Laato still 
wants to say that Hezekiah prefigures the Messiah here presented.
lj9 Fear Not Warrior, 121.
140 Clements, Isaiah 1-39, 120,121.
141 Wegner, after surveying and critiquing other views (.Examination, 243-248), argues 
strongly for a connection between 10.33-34 and 1 l.lff (p.249).
142 Examination, 231 (addition and emphasis mine).
143 Syro-Ephraimitic Crisis, 281.
144 "About Zion”, 122; idem, Who is Immanuel?, 316.
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The unit 11.1-10 is demarcated by an envelope structure (v.l TEHE^O.. TET; 
v.10 '■EP EHE?145), and the same verses are also delimited by v.2 m n \ . .  n j n  and 
v.9 mn^nx run near their beginning and end. The total unit may be divided 
into three main parts: the ruler’s equipment for office by the Spirit (11.2-3a); his 
principal office as arbiter (11.3b-5); the accompanying paradisial peace (11.6-9). It 
is not said, or implied, that 11.6-9 is the result of the rule of the ruler.146
This passage, like eh.9, does not designate the coming ruler as “king", even 
though both passages clearly indicate that he comes from a Davidic lineage (11.1,
“from the stump of Jesse”). This person is described as a “shoot” (“ICOPI) and this is 
in parallel relationship to “branch”(“)2C3), and both refer here to new growth, and 
neither can be said to have messianic overtones.147
2.2.6.1 Divine Kingship in Isaiah 11.1-10
As noted by W atts,148 there is the interplay throughout this passage between 
Davidic themes (11.1,10) and the emphatic recognition of YHWH’s gifts and 
actions, with the emphasis being on YHWH’s Spirit (v.2), the fear of YHWH (v.3) 
and the knowledge of YHWH (vv.6-9).
In v.2 we are told that “the Spirit of YHWH” will rest upon the figure who is 
being described. This, according to Williamson,149 is not the usual idiom for the 
spirit-endowment o f kings or judges: the closest parallels are found in Num 11.25- 
26 and 2 Kgs 2.15 (though the terminology is not exact, for in neither case is the 
‘spirit’ in question termed “the Spirit of YHWH” as here; cf. Judg 3.10; 6.34 etc.), 
and indicate that the role in mind is one of deputy, assistant or successor, so that 
the figure in question is equipped to act in relation to YHWH as God’s deputy.
145 V.10 appears to combine the two phrases in 11.1 to produce ’’ET EH27.
146 Contra Wegner, Examination, 233.
147 See BDB pp.310,666.
148 Isaiah 1-33 (WBC 24; Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1985) 170.
149 Variations on a Theme, 46.
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This is not far from the conclusions earlier reached concerning the figure described 
in ch.9, so that the emphasis in both cases (despite the different terms used) is that 
the human figure functions (merely) as the agent of God.1:>0
The role for which the figure is so well fitted is described in 11.3b-5 as 
primarily judicial, given the repeated verbal pairs “judge’7“decide” (CDSttf/lT’Sin). 
Emphasis is on the future ruler’s judicial or, as Seebass terms it, his ‘domestic’ 
(innerpolitische) activities rather than military exploits.151 This is a role fitting a
152king, but, as in 9.6, the overall construction of the textual unit subordinates it to 
the wider view of YHWH’s work and makes the role contingent on the Spirit, fear, 
righteousness and knowledge of YHWH.153
In vv.6-9 YHWH presumably is speaking (v.9a, “in all my holy mountain”), 
and the ruler of vv.1-5 does not feature in the verses.154 The juxtapositioning of 
w .6-9 and vv.1-5 is not evidence enough to claim that the paradisial conditions are 
brought about on account of this ruler. They contain separate depictions that 
constitute one comprehensive picture of the new era. Wegner finds the origins of 
the picture given in vv.6-9 either in the paradise myths or the royal ideology of the 
Ancient Near-East,1^  and we need not dispute that in a psalm such as Psalm 72 
(vv.6,16) a direct connection is made between the king’s reign and paradisial
150 This is the point made also by Roberts, “Divine King,” 127-136; idem, “Isaiah in Old 
Testament Theology,” 70, where he notes that the Davidic ruler “is not so much the agent 
to bring to fruition God’s plan as he is the beneficiary of that plan.”
151 H. Seebass, Herrscherverheißungen im A.T. (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1992) 
26. For discussion of the non-militaristic portrayal of the future ruler, see U. Kellermann, 
Messias und Gesetz: Grundlinien einer alttestamentlichen Heilserwartung. Eine 
traditionsgeschichtliche Einführung (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1971) 22,25-26.
See Brettler, God is King, 109-112, for a survey of biblical evidence for the role of the 
king in the judicial system.
153 Watts, Isaiah 1-3, 170.
154 As noted by Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 479: “There is no more mention of the Messiah 
after this point [i.e., after v.5]” (addition mine). Becker sees the whole of 11.6-12.6 as a 
“redaktioneller Zusatz” with a theocratic emphasis (Isaias, 52).
155 Examination, 257,258; esp. Psalm 72 is referred to by him; cf. A. de Guglielmo, “The 
Fertility of the Land in the Messianic Prophecies,” CBQ 19 (1957) 306-311.
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conditions, but the point must be insisted on that Wegner assumes rather than 
proves a connection in the present case. It is only the placement of 11.6-9 after 
11.1-5 that would imply that the paradisial conditions are the outcome of the 
activities of 11.4, and the juxtapositioning can be otherwise (and more likely) 
explained as the final outcome of divine rulership. •
2.2.7 The Focus on Divine Kingship
Thus we may say, by way of summary, that the studied non-mention of a 
human king in chs.1-5 is reinforced and in part explained in chs.6-11 by the great 
emphasis placed on the activity and initiative of YHWH.1' 6 In 6.5 is found explicit 
identification of YHWH as “King", and the contrast and comparison of kingship, 
human and divine is carried through chs.7-11. The unflattering portrayal of Ahaz in 
ch.7 is plain, though we do not discover any absolute rejection of Davidic rule. 
Chs.9 and 11 predict a future Davidic ruler, but in neither chapter does this ruler 
overthrow the foreign enemy, rather it is YHWH who brings about the needed 
deliverance and transformation. The role of the ruler is severely circumscribed, in 
the words of Schultz: “The future ruler simply administers the kingdom or sustains 
the changes”, with both texts picturing him as a judicial officer rather than as 
military conqueror. J.J.M. Roberts, for his part, says that this figure “inherits and 
enhances the results of Yahweh’s prior intervention”. None of this can be taken 
to mean, however, that the figure of the Davidic ruler is ‘easily dispensable’, and 
that his absence in chs.40ff is not a thing needing explanation.
156 The psalm in Isaiah 12 shows marked similarities in vv.2 and 5 to that in Exodus 15, 
which ends on the theme of God’s kingship (cf. v.18, “YHWH will reign for ever and 
ever”). God is thanked (vv.1,4) and it is his glorious deeds that are extolled. This forms a 
fitting close to chs.1-12, given that the preceding eleven chapters emphasise the activity of 
YHWH as King; cf. Becker, Isaias, 52: “Man beachte besonders den theokratischen Geist 
von 12,1-6”, and this is compatible, so Becker, with “theokratischen Tendenz” that is a 
leading characteristic of the redaction of the book of Isaiah.
157 “The King in the Book of Isaiah,” 152.
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2.3 Isaiah Chapters 13-35
The section demarcation is largely one of convenience, due to our desire to 
leave any consideration of the theme of kingship within chs.36-39 until chapters 4 
to 6 of this thesis. The almost total neglect of chs.36-39 in surveys of kingship 
within the book of Isaiah will be addressed by the present thesis.
In anticipation of our close study of Isaiah 36-37 in chapter 4, it is well to 
note a number of similarities between Isaiah 20 and those chapters, namely: the 
sending of a high-ranking, named1"9 Assyrian official (20.1 im r i ;  cf. 36.2
n p iz rm ) ;  the successful Assyrian aggression (20.1; cf. 36.1); the mention of 
“Isaiah the son of Amoz” (20.2,3; cf. 37.2,5 etc.); the threefold mention of “the 
king of Assyria” (20.1,4,6; after the sixfold mention of “Assyria” in 19.23-25; cf. 
36.1,2 etc.), and the mention (three times each) of Egypt and Cush (20.3,4,5; cf. 
36.6,9,9), and of a “sign” (D1K; 20.3; cf. 37.30), yet no narrative follows in the case 
of eh.20, but only a divine oracle. Each of the above noted similarities is a 
significant connection to and anticipation of chs.36-37. This brief chapter of prose 
comes after and is joined to the “oracle concerning Egypt" (ch.19), and is, then, 
carefully placed. O f immediate relevance is the focus on kingship, here foreign 
kingship, in the person of a named king of Assyria (“Sargon”). As well, 20.1-6 (esp. 
vv.4 and 6) would favour the understanding of the prophesied “fierce king” in 19.4 
as the king of Assyria. There is no hope to be found in Ethiopia or Egypt for 
deliverance from the king of Assyria.
Another prose section (22.15-25160) requires special note, and for the same 
reasons: it anticipates chs.36-37 and can be connected to the theme of kingship.
158 “Divine King,” 129; see H.W. Wolff, “Herrschaft Jahwes und Messiasgestalt im A.T.,” 
ZAW 54 (1936) 168-202. Wolff describes the Messiah as the ‘manifestation' 
(“Erscheinungsform”) of YHWH (p.191).
159 As will be pointed out below, “Tartan” etc. are treated as names, not titles.
160 The RSV casts the whole passage as prose, but not all commentators do (cf. Oswalt, 
Isaiah 1-39, 417 n.7).
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This too is an oracle instructing Isaiah (presumably) to do something (“Come, go to 
this steward,...”; cf. 20.2). The two main characters, Shebna and Eliakim the son 
of Hilkiah, are mentioned later in chs.36-37 (22.15,20; cf. 36.3,1 1,22; 37.2). 36.3 
has Eliakim "over the household” and Shebna as “secretary”, so that the demotion 
of Shebna and the elevation of Eliakim that is forecast in ch.22 has taken place.
Shebna, "this steward (*pOn)”, is a high-placed, royal official,161 who is ‘master of
the palace' (rPD n“ ^U),162 so that, though the passage does not mention a king, it is 
concerned with the royal circle. Shebna’s demotion is predicted (22.16-19). In 
w .20-24 the focus shifts to Eliakim, who will be Shebna’s replacement. The 
exalted nature of the description in these verses (TDK rPD*? HDD KOD^  ¡THl, 
v.23b) and its similarity with some language in ch.9 (“a father”, “shoulder”, cf. 
9.5) causes Clements to see it as referring to the royal house in Josianic times, with 
"the key of the house of David” (v.22) pointing, so Clements, to a royal office 
rather than to that of palace governor.163 We do not have to agree with Clements in 
order to see the obvious association with royalty in the passage. The downfall of 
Eliakim (v.25) “in that day” implicates, then, the fall of the house of David along 
with him ,164 and chs.36-39 likewise end with the anticipated loss of Davidic rule 
(39.6,7).
Cf. Martin Jan Mulder, “Versuch zur Deutung von SOKÈNÈT in 1. Kôn. I 2,4,” VT 22 
(1972) 43-54, who translates the term a “Verwalter” or even “Stellvertreter” (p.45); E. 
Lipihski (“SKN et SGN dans le sémitique occidental du nord,” UF 5 [1973] 191-207) 
comes to a similar conclusion, that the term designates the king’s second in charge.
162 The term is used in 1 Kgs 4.6; 16.9; 18.3; 2 Kgs 10.5; 15.5; Isa 36.3,22 (= 2 Kgs 
18.18,37) and 37.2 (= 2 Kgs 19.2). Each reference shows that an important position within 
the royal establishment is being described, cf. H.J. Katzenstein, “The Royal Steward,” IEJ 
10 (1960) 149-154; Scott C. Layton, “The Steward in Ancient Israel: A Study of Hebrew 
( ’aser) ‘al-habbayit in its Near Eastern Setting,” JBL 109/4 (1990) 633-649.
163 Clements, Isaiah 1-39, 188,190; John T. Willis (“Historical Issues in Isaiah 22,15-25,” 
Bib 74 [1993] 66,67) argues that all the terms can be used of high officials other than the 
king.
164 So also Clements, Isaiah 1-39, 190,191.
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Chs.28-33 are usually viewed as related in some way to the developing crisis 
and siege of 701 BCE in the reign of Hezekiah (noting the reference to the death of 
Ahaz in 14.28163). Chs.28-33 are unified by an introductory “woe” (VU1) formula at 
28.1; 29.1,15; 30.1; 31.1 and 33.1,166 and 32.1, “Behold” QH), could be viewed as a 
variation on this. Despite what Schulz asserts,167 it is not true to say that chs.28-33 
“present an unnamed king who is tempted to rely on Egypt rather than on God”. 
Certainly these chapters portray the weakness of the human leaders who seek help 
from Egypt rather than from YHWH (28.14; 30.2; 31.1), but the leaders specified 
are priests (28.7), prophets (28.7; 29.10), scoffers who rule the people (28.14) and 
seers (29.10). In none of these passages is the king specifically indicted.168 Seitz is 
more accurate in his evaluation, saying: “Neither Hezekiah nor the royal house is 
explicitly mentioned in the foregoing indictments (chaps. 28-31)”.169 Seitz’s 
appended explanation (“because they do not apply to them”) will be closely 
evaluated in chapter 4. Four passages within chs. 13-35 require specific attention.
165 Ackroyd, “The Death of Hezekiah,” 221. Ackroyd sees this as one indicator among 
others (he also connects 32.1 with Hezekiah) that these chapters implicitly connect a 
Davidic hope with the figure of Hezekiah.
166 Gary Stansell, “Isaiah 28-33: Blest Be The Tie That Binds (Isaiah Together),” in New 
Visions o f Isaiah (eds. Roy F. Melugin and Marvin A. Sweeney; JSOTSS 214; Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1996) 68-103, who finds as well a number of significant themes 
within the six chapters which knit them together.
167 “The King in the Book of Isaiah,” 153 (italics mine).
168 In this, they are similar to chs. 1-5, and Conrad is one who relates chs.28ff and chs. 1-5 
under the common rubric of “A Failed Leadership” {Reading Isaiah, 122-130). He notes 
the indictment of the total leadership of the community, but not the non-mention of the 
figure of the king in any indictment. Laato with regard to chs.30-31 writes of “criticism of 
Hezekiah’s Egyptian policy” (Who is Immanuel?, 221).
169 Isaiah 1-39, 229.
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2.3.1 Isaiah 16.5
In the midst of the oracle against Moab (15.1-16.14) is 16.5, which can be 
viewed as a neglected royal prophecy.170 A ruler is described as enthroned (K03), 
which has most in common with 9.6 (“the throne of David”).171 We note as well its 
language about the establishment CpUTl) of a “throne”, the ruler’s devotion to 
“justice'' and “righteousness'’, a reference to a Davidide (“in the tent of David” 172), 
while not making explicit use of the title “king’ ’ C pO ), and the fact that this will 
follow liberation from foreign oppression (16.4b), so that the figure pictured is a 
recipient o f these blessings rather than their active initiator (v.5a, “then [*pim] a 
throne will be established").17j It is not stated that this ‘David’ establishes his 
throne in 16.5a.174 J.H. Hayes and S.A. Irvine17^ view v.5 as a quotation, giving a 
flattering description of the present Judean monarch by Moabite emissaries, but the 
thematic similarities of this verse with chs.9 and 11 would support a futuristic 
interpretation. Likewise, the same thematic similarities militate against the view of 
Smothers that the speech expresses Moab’s commitment to institute a government 
in Moab under the mandate of the Judean ruler which would carry out the will of
170 Wegner, for example, does not treat it or even mention it (Examination, 2 n.4). For its 
placement within the Moab oracle, T.G. Smothers, “Isaiah 15-16,” in Forming Prophetic 
Literature: Essays on Isaiah and the Twelve in Honor o f John D. W. Watts (eds. J.W. Watts 
and P.R. House; JSOTSS 235; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996) 70-84.
171 Laato also notes the parallels with 9.5-6 ( “About Zion ”, 123).
172 . . .With Williamson comparing this with David’s “tent of my house” in Ps 132.3, so that it 
could refer to a palace or the like ( Variations on a Theme, 61 n.57).
17*2
See Williamson, Variations on a Theme, 56,57; Smothers, “Isaiah 15-16,” 82: “After 
the danger from the invader was past, a throne would be set up in 1011. . . ”  (italics mine).
174 Wildberger, Isaiah 13-27: A Continental Commentary (tr. Thomas H. Trapp; 
Minneapolis: Fortress, 1997) 143: “The quality and stability of that time [of salvation] is 
assured by the fact that a throne will be established.” (addition mine). The Hophal (p in )  
could imply divine agency, and we noted earlier that there is some ambiguity over who is 
the subject of * p n i7 (“to establish it”) in 9.6.
175 Isaiah, The Eighth-Century Prophet: His Times & His Preaching (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1987) 243-244.
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the Judean ruler,176 with the result that on Smothers’ view v.5 describes the vassal 
ruler of Moab. Though this understanding is to be rejected, that such a view has 
been advocated shows that 16.5 does not present the ruler as any kind of conqueror 
or deliverer. What is clear is that, like chs.9 and 11, the figure is not described as 
overthrowing the oppressor, nor credited with establishing his reign.
2.3.2 Isaiah 24.23
24.1-20 is concerned with the punishment of the earth. 24.21-23 are linked 
to the preceding material with the formula “on that day” and explain that YHWH’s 
punishment of the earth will lead to the establishment of his rule on Zion. In 24.23 
the divine king is pictured as reigning (HINDS HUT "f?Q) on that mount. Most 
commentators177 and translations render as a future condition (“will reign”), 
seeing that the preceding verses describe YHWH’s future cosmic judgments that 
will take place “on that day” (v.21a, Ninn DVD (ViTI).178 The worldwide ruin and 
chaos described in ch.24 close with the ‘happy ending’ of 24.23b, picturing as it 
does the final punishment of “the kings of the earth” (24.21, nDHXn ’’D^Q) and 
their replacement by the kingdom of God.179
The picture of the reign of God on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem is
associated here with his divine council. There is a basic similarity, in terms of
content, to 2.2-4, but with the reference to “his [YHWH’s] elders”. The MT 
reading: “and before his elders [is] glory” (TQ 2 V3pT "7331) is another connection
1/0 “Isaiah 15-16,” 82.
177 See the listing in Schultz, “The King in the Book of Isaiah,” 149 n.21. Wildberger, 
Isaiah 13-27, 508 translates “will have become king” (= Jesaja, Kapitel 13-27, 888, “wird 
König geworden sein”).
178 Wildberger, Isaiah 13-27, 510.
179 Cf. Liebreich, “Compilation,” ^ ^  46, 267.
180 As suggested by T.M. Willis, “Yahweh’s Eiders (Isa 24,23): Senior Officials of the 
Divine Court,” ZAW 103 (1991) 375-385.
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to 6.5 (“the whole earth is full of his glory [TTIM]”). OswaltIKI here understands
“Jerusalem’' as its antecedent (“its elders”), given that yp2$ IPD  is the
immediately preceding phrase, but, as noted by Willis,182 we might have expected 
“her elders” instead. With Watts,18’ Willis argues that these elders are heavenly 
beings, officials of YHWH’s court, noting similarities to the depiction of the 
“seraphim" in 6.2. F. Delitzsch184 reflects the view, in part with reference to 1.26 
with its “(human) counsellors”, that the present text refers to human elders. Willis 
argues for his view by appeal to use of the term D^pT to denote senior officials in 
earthly royal courts,18' and with Ps 105.22 and the verse under study being the sole 
biblical passages in which a group of elders is designated as “his elders”, with the 
antecedent to “his" being a king/Pharaoh (Ps 105.22) and the divine King (24.23). 
The description, then, features God as King, pictured, like eh.6, using earthly royal 
prototypes.
2.3.3 Isaiah 32.1
Williamson, building on the insights of what he admits is the minority of
186scholars, regards 32.1 as hypothetical in form (“If ...”), and thus linked directly
101 Isaiah 1-39, 440.
182 “Yahweh’s Elders,” 375,376.
183 Isaiah 1-33, 330.184 Biblical Commentary on the Prophecies o f Isaiah. Volume I (tr. J. Martin; 2 vols.; 
Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1881) 436; Webb (“Zion in Transformation,” 74) understands 
them as “presumably the leaders of the community which inhabits the new Zion”, and 
contrasts them with the leaders of the old Zion, who are indicted at the outset of the book, 
referring to 1.23 and 3.14 (n. 1).
185 “Yahweh’s Elders,” 376-383.186 We may add to his listing: Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 410 (“Suppose a king...”; 
referring to BDB p.243), 411 (v.2a, “Then...”), making ch.32 a wisdom lesson that begins 
with a definition of rulers, kings and princes (p.412); Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 579; G. Fohrer, 
Das Buch Jesaja. II. Kapitel 24-39 (ZBK; 3 Bände; Zürich/Stuttgart: Zwingli, 1966) 2. 
Band, 123,124, who renders in  as “wenn”, and says that the king in question cannot be the 
messianic ruler; C.J. Labuschagne, “The Particles and n3H,” in Syntax and Meaning: 
Studies in Hebrew Syntax and Biblical Exegesis (eds. C.J. Labuschagne, C. van Leeuwen, 
M.J. Mulder, H.A. Brongers, B. Jongeling, L. Dequeker, and P.A.H. de Boer; OTS XVIII;
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with the next verse (“then...” ).187 He suggests that it takes the form of a proverb, 
for a number of reasons, all demonstrating that the verse is a wisdom piece.188 The 
conclusion drawn by Williamson is that 32.1 is a general saying about rulership,189 
which, if it is of the character of v .l, will be a protection for the people (v.2).190 We 
concur with Williamson191 that in v.l is a general statement about the ideal ruler, 
without reference to Davidic kingship as such.192 The chapter as a whole is 
characterised by its instructional character, with various features of this “prophetic
• • , , 1 9 3instruction” showing the characteristics of wisdom instruction speeches.
Despite Seitz’s identification of the king of 32.1 with Hezekiah (with Seitz 
viewing chs.36-38 as confirmation of this identification194), he correctly notes that 
ch.32 picks up earlier wisdom uses in chs.28-31, referring to the wise farmer 
(28.23-29) and the point about understanding and instruction (29.24). The picture 
of 32.1 may, as suggested by Wegner,19" draw a contrast with the ungodly leaders at 
the time and their wicked ways (cf. 28.1,7-8,14-15; 29.9-16; 30.1-17; 31.1-3), but 
that does not require that 32.1 expects the rule of a future godly king. As well, no 
“king” is mentioned in those earlier passages, which weakens the argument that
Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1973) 11, who, however, does not see the apodosis beginning until v.3a
187 For p as a conditional particle, see Ronald J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax: An Outline 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 19762) §514, with the apodosis (v.2) introduced by 
the resumptive 1 , and he gives the example of Prov 11.31.
188 Variations on a Theme, 63.
189 Variations on a Theme, 66.
190 See similar sentiments about divine rule in 25.4,5; cf. Sweeney, “Textual Citations,” 
39-52.
191 Variations on a Theme, 70.
192 Cf. Mowinckel, He That Cometh, 17,174.
193 As Sweeney denotes its overarching genre (.Isaiah 1-39, 413).
194 Isaiah 1-39, 229. Laato {“About Zion”, 121,122) connects 32.1-8 with the peaceful 
reign of Hezekiah after the destruction of the Assyrian army (31.4-9).
193 Examination, 290; cf. Gary Stansell, “Isaiah 32: Creative Redaction in the Isaian 
Tradition,” in SBL 1983 Seminar Papers (ed. Kent Harold Richards; Chico, California: 
Scholars Press, 1983) 6,7 (in agreement with Skinner and H. Barth).
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ch.32 makes a pointed contrast between ineffective rulers characterised in chs.28- 
31 and the king and princes of justice envisioned in 32.1.
If there is a connection with the preceding verses (31.8,9),196 there it is clear 
that defeat of the Assyrians will be by the sword “not of man” (said twice), that is, 
the divine destruction of Assyria is contemplated, so we do not have any messianic 
deliverer figure who will “establish a kingdom of righteousness and justice”.197 
The wisdom discourse of 32. Iff, following as it does the destruction of Assyria and 
the deliverance of Zion (31.4-9), is bound to be related, according to Kaiser, to the 
age of salvation following that destruction198 and the wisdom teacher’s words 
“would be bound to sound a Messianic note to Jewish readers.” We dispute this. 
32.1 describes the character of the reign of the ideal ruler, and in that sense ties in 
with 9.1-6 and 11.1-10. As in the earlier passages, the deliverance is not ascribed to 
the ruler, but, unlike those passages, the ruler is not identified as a Davidide. In 
particular, we would deny Wegner's thesis that chs.9,11 and 32 have been “shaped 
to engender messianic expectations”, for he moves from a detailed examination of 
these texts to conclusions that fail to find support in his own careful investigations, 
namely, that “a righteous deliverer" is here described and that “this deliverer will 
establish a kingdom”.199
196 Given that every other chapter within chs.28-33 begins with a “woe” oracle, Wegner 
makes the suggestion that chs.31 and 32 “were originally intended to be taken together” 
{Examination, 284).
197 Contra Wegner, Examination, 293, who regards the order of 31.8,9 followed by 32.Iff
as significant.
198 Isaiah 13-39, 321; though Kaiser in no way minimises or denies the wisdom character 
of 32.1-8 (pp.320-324).
199 Examination, vii; similarly 305,306. The pattern that Wegner discerns in the four main 
passages he studied {Examination, vii, 305; agreeing with Laato [Who is Immanuel?, 327- 
330], who sees a similar structure to each of the so-called messianic passages in Isaiah) is 
too schematic and insufficiently supported.
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2.3.4 Isaiah 33.17,22
33.17 provides a striking reference to God as king, and the view that this 
verse refers to God is rightly defended by Brettler.200 The confession that “YHWH
is our king ( U ^ t t ) ” in the same literary unit (33.22), where the king is avowedly 
YHWH, would confirm it. Some recent commentators have preferred a royal or 
even messianic interpretation.201 There is a possible allusion to or parallel with 6.5 
about ‘seeing' (YHWH) the king (“Your eyes will see the king in his beauty”).202 
The image of seeing the king parallels phrases with the idiom m iT  ’’JS HiO, “to 
see the face of YHWH” (Ex 23.15; 34.23; Deut 16.16; 31.11; Isa 1.12; Ps 42.3).203 
As noted by Brettler, w . 18-21 refer to Zion/Jerusalem as under divine protection 
(esp. v.21), with v.20-22 picking up what “your eyes” will see, namely a secure 
Zion with YHWH as king (noting the use of the HTn root at vv. 17,20). There is 
nothing whatever within ch.33 that alludes to things Davidic,204 despite the strong 
featuring of Zion (33.20). As in ch.9, the deliverance forecast here is the work of 
YHWH, who will “fill Zion with justice and righteousness” (33.5).
200 God is King, 173; J.J.M. Roberts, “Isaiah 33: An Isaianic Elaboration of the Zion 
Tradition,” in The Word o f the Lord Shall Go Forth (eds. C.L. Meyers and M. O’Connor; 
Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 1983) 13.
201 E.g. Clements, Isaiah 1-39, 7,269; Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 602,603; Motyer, The
Prophecy o f Isaiah, 267.
202 Williamson, Variations on a Theme, 9; cf. Schultz, “The King in the Book of Isaiah,” 
150. According to Brettler, this is the only place God is portrayed as beautiful; see God is 
King, 72,73, for possible reasons for the biblical reticence to apply to God what is a royal 
trait as shown by royal texts.
203 Cf. Brettler, God is King, 173 n.2.
204 Williamson, Variations on a Theme, 9: “If the argument from silence may be allowed, 
it would seem that the stress on God’s kingship has completely supplanted that of the 
human king”; so too Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 429, who connects ch.33 with 2.2-4, though 
we need not follow Sweeney in his attempt to explain the different passages that either 
feature David or YHWH as king in terms of different redactions from the eighth to the 
fifth centuries. He attempts to resolve ‘tensions’ by means of historical changes (“Only in 
the context of the 5th-century edition of the book of Isaiah, when there is little hope for the 
establishment of a Davidic monarch, does one see the portrayal of YHWH as king [cf.
78
2.4 Conclusion
As seen above, the focus of chs.13-35 with regard to kingship is on divine 
kingship,“ and so the emphatic underlining of divine kingship is not exclusive to 
chs.40ff. Davidic connections are made and in no way denied (16.5), but the ruler 
is not always depicted as a Davidide (32.1), and this helps prepare for what might 
otherwise be seen as a radical departure in later parts of the book. The four main 
texts studied take up significant features of earlier Isaianic texts.
Yet, when all is said and done, the fact remains that the rule of a Davidide, 
however modified or ‘toned-down’, is anticipated, and if that is absent in chs.40ff, 
its absence still remains to be explained. The present thesis argues that only an 
examination of Isaiah 36-39 provides the needed explanation.
chs.65-66; esp. 66.1-2]. During this period, Judah was forced to recognize the reality of
Persian rule.”)
205 Sweeney {Isaiah 1-4, 98) labels chs.28-35 as “announcement of YHWH’s assumption 
of kingship in Zion”.
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CHAPTER THREE
THE THEME OF KINGSHIP IN ISAIAH CHAPTERS 40-66
This chapter completes our survey of the book of Isaiah with regard to the 
theme of kingship, leaving to one side chs.36-39.
3.1 Isaiah Chapters 40-55
These chapters do not apply the word “king” Q vO ) to an Israelite. The only 
kings within chs.40-55 arq foreign kings (41.2; 45.1; 49.7,23; 52.15)1 2or YHWH 
himself, so there is no reason to think that the chapters look forward to a Davidic 
revival. An almost exclusive emphasis is placed upon YHWH as king: 41.21, “says 
the King of Jacob’’; 43.15, “I am YHWH, your Holy One, the Creator of Israel, 
your King”; 44.6, “the King of Israel”; and finally 52.7, “who says to Zion, ‘Your 
God reigns’”. Such a listing of texts is referred to by many scholars, but it is 
seldom that a closer examination or analysis of the texts is made.
God’s aspect as judge within the ‘trial scene’ of 41.2Iff may be emphasised 
through the appellation “king" (41.21).3 It is YHWH, in his capacity as “the King 
of Jacob", who calls on the false gods to set forth their case. This recalls the scene 
of ch.6 where YHWH is identified as “King” and is pictured as seated on his throne 
of judgment.
In 43.15, “your King” is part of a piling up of epithets, and, given vv.16 and 
17 following, God’s claim to be their (Israel’s) king may be explained by the 
obvious close connection to the song of Exodus 15 (cf. Ex 15.18, “YHWH will
reign n ^ i  for ever and ever”).
1 Cf. 60.3,11,16; 62.2.
2 Joachim Becker, Messianic Expectation in the Old Testament (tr. David E. Green; 
Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1980) 52: “It is impossible to resist the impression that Yahweh is 
introduced as king of Israel in a way that leaves no room for an earthly monarch, of which 
in fact there is no mention”.
As suggested by Brettler, God is King, 31, who compares 33.22.
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Brettler views 44.6 as “anti-Davidic”, where YHWH is called “King of 
Israel" thus usurping the human throne of kingship.4 Similarly, he
is called “King of Jacob" (41.21), and we note the Jacob/Israel mode of address in 
the present chapters (43.22; 44.1 etc.). We may question, however, whether the 
polemic is pointed in the direction that Brettler suggests, but rather against foreign 
gods or idols. Neither David nor any Davidic ruler is called “king of Israel” in this 
book. The second half of the book of Isaiah ignores Davidic kingship, and nothing 
approaching polemic is directed at the Davidic institution, and the present thesis 
argues that, if Isaiah 36-39 are quarantined, Davidic kingship inexplicably drops 
from view.
As pointed out by Williamson,5 “Your God reigns” (T ’H^N p^D ) occurs at 
one of the major climaxes of the book (52.7).6 The text in 52.7 is close to that in 
40.9-11 which also describes YHWH’s coming to Zion, there “as a strong one” 
(pTI"Q “with might”) and “like a shepherd” (ni?“D ).7 8Earlier at 2.2-4 and 24.23 
YHWH’s reign at Zion was anticipated.
According to Mettinger, the notion of the kingship of God is closely linked
o
to the conception of the divine warrior in the ANE. To establish the connection 
between the kingship of YHWH and the idea of the divine warrior in chs.40-55, he 
concentrates attention upon 52.7-10, with 51.9-52.12 as its macrocontext,9 and
4 God is King, 32, 178 endnote 5.
5 Variations on a Theme, 4; “The Messianic Texts in Isaiah 1-39,” 239.
6 He cites as authorities: J. Muilenburg, “The Book of Isaiah, Chapters 40-66” in IB 5, 
610; Westermann, Isaiah 40-66, 249-253; Laato, “The Composition of Isaiah 40-55,” JBL 
109/2 (1990) 207-228; F. Matheus, Singt dem Herrn ein neues Lied: Die Hymnen 
Deuterojesajas (SBS 141; Stuttgart: Verlag Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1990) 56-59.
7 T.N.D. Mettinger, “In Search of the Hidden Structure: YHWH as King in Isaiah 40-55,” 
in Writing and Reading the Scroll o f Isaiah: Studies o f an Interpretative Tradition (eds. 
Craig C. Broyles and Craig A. Evans; SVT 70,1; Leiden: Brill, 1997) 143-154; this being
an updated version of SEÂ 51-52 (1986-1987) 148-157.
8 See “Hidden Structure,” 144 where he refers to the tripartite pattern comprising battle- 
kingship-palace (temple).
9 “Hidden Structure,” 145ff.
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gives evidence for seeing this as a structure that is the result of deliberate literary 
composition: the main reason being the positioning of 51.9,10 at the beginning of 
the postulated unit, and 52.7 near its end, with its proclamation of YHWH as king 
constituting the “summit” of the unit.10 This proclamation is anticipated already in 
the prologue (40.1-11), with its preparations for the triumphal return of the divine 
warrior, whose kingship is finally proclaimed in 52.7. Mettinger also notes what he 
views as the close association of hymnic pieces (e.g. 52.9-10) with the YHWH 
malak psalms of the Psalter (cf. 52.10b; Ps 98.3b).* 11 Thus Mettinger sees the 
archaic poetic theme of YHWH’s victory over chaos, his kingship and his 
triumphant return to Zion as the “hidden structure” of chs.40-55. Perhaps more 
speculatively, Mettinger sees 51.9-52.12 as the “compositional counterpart” of the 
Cyrus oracle (45.1-7) in the first half of chs.40-55 (40-48, 49-55). Cyrus’ role as 
king in the first half is assumed by YHWH himself in the second half.12 That, no 
doubt, is too schematic, given the fact that three out of the four texts which applied 
the title “king” to YHWH are to be found in the ‘first ha lf of chs.40-55 (41.21; 
43.15; 44.6). Petersen views “the heavy emphasis on the exodus tradition” in 
chs.40-55 as directly related to the lack of interest in the Davidic traditions.13 The 
goal of the new exodus is the enthronement of YHWH in a restored Jerusalem-Zion 
(52.7).14
The observations by Mettinger and others show that divine kingship within 
chs.40-55 is not just a matter of a group of texts but includes the ordering of the 
chapters and overall thematic orientation.
10 “Hidden Structure,” 150.
11 “Hidden Structure,” 151,152.
12 “Hidden Structure,” 154.
13 David L. Petersen, Late Israelite Prophecy: Studies in Deutero-Prophetic Literature and 
in Chronicles (SBLMS 23; Missoula, Montana: Scholars Press, 1977) 21.
14 Rikki E. Watts, “Consolation or Confrontation? Isaiah 40-55 and the Delay of the New 
Exodus,” TynBul 41.1 (1990) 34.
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3.1.1 The Community as ‘King’
Conrad argues that the five “fear not” oracles in these chapters (41.8-13; 
41.14-16; 43 .lb-4; 43.5-7; 44.2b-5) offer evidence for the démocratisation (the term 
usually used) o f royal traditions.15 Modifying the thesis of his earlier article,16 
Conrad views the five “fear not” texts as representing a single genre,17 the language 
of address to a warrior.18 The genre is employed exclusively in Isaiah 40ff to 
address the community, and is used in a way that is parallel to its use to address a 
king. In these “War Oracles”, as Conrad has termed them, a genre spoken by the 
deity to the king in the face of military attack is reapplied to assure the exilic 
community, the prophet using the war oracle to address the community as king19 -  
that is Conrad's point. Particularly significant for the present thesis are the instances 
noted by Conrad within Isaiah itself,20 where kings under military threat are assured 
with a “fear not” oracle: Ahaz in 7.4-9 and Hezekiah in 37.6, these being the two 
main Davidic kings featured in Isaiah. In both chs.7 and 37, the genre is used to 
emphasise the action of God on behalf of the community and its leader (the king), 
who is to take a passive stance of trust in the action of God. Israel’s role in battle 
is depicted as the non-combatant role of the king, seeing that YHWH is using Cyrus
15 See the discussion of Isaiah 55.1-5 below.
16 “The ‘Fear Not’ Oracles in Second Isaiah,” VT 34 (1984) 129-152, where he wished (as 
opposed to Westermann) to differentiate what he saw as two distinctive Gattungen, the 
War Oracle and the Patriarchal Oracle.
17 Fear not Warrior, 164 n.3. On pp.82-85, Conrad seeks to set the oracles within their 
literary context.
18 Conrad (“Second Isaiah and the Priestly Oracle of Salvation,” ZAW 93 [1981] 234-246) 
questions and reexamines J. Begrich’s thesis that Second Isaiah borrowed the form from 
the Priestly Oracle of Salvation of the Israelite cult (“Das Priesterliche Heilsorakel,” ZAW 
52 [1934] 81-92), arguing that Begrich’s genre identification is vitiated by serious 
methodological oversights, namely his restricting his work largely within the confines of 
Second Isaiah without consulting either other biblical material or ANE material (p.239).
19 “The Community as King in Second Isaiah,” in Understanding the Word: Essays in 
Honor o f Bernard W. Anderson (eds. J.T. Butler, E.W. Conrad, and B.C. Ollenburger; 
JSOTSS 37; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1985) 99.
20 “The Community as King,” 100-102.
21 Fear not Warrior, 62,82,86.
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to tight for and free his people. Conrad relates the War Oracles in 43.1-7 and 
44.2b-5 with what is said in 55.3-5, the vocation of the “royal community” as 
witnesses to YHWH, given that in the trial scenes that follow each of these War 
Oracles (43.8-13 and 44.6-8), the community is to be YHWH’s witnesses (43.10; 
44.8) to the nations on trial. The community has inherited the vocation of David as 
witness to the nations (55.3-4).
In summary, then, royal traditions are applied to the community. This in no 
way competes or clashes with the dominant presentation of YHWH as king, for the 
'kingship' granted God’s people is only at the expense of David’s kingship.
3.1.2 The Royal Servant?
The question must be asked and answered as to whether the figure of “the 
servant of YHWH” is to be included within a discussion of kingship in the book of 
Isaiah. For reasons that will become clear, we focus attention on 42.1-4, the first of 
the ‘Servant Songs’ so-called. Its immediate context is a preceding trial speech 
(41.21-29), so that in 42.Iff  YHWH presents his servant to the assembled court 
(“Behold Rri] my servant"). The precise connection of 42.5-9 with the foregoing 
song is disputed (it is often seen as a Tater expansion’ ). Those verses do not use 
the word “servant”, but they appear to be an address by YHWH to his servant (“I 
have called you in righteousness” etc.). 42.5 with its introductory formula (“Thus 
says God, YHWH”) shows that some kind of new beginning is made, but the close 
parallels between 42.6-7 and 49.6-8 argue that the figure depicted in 42.6-7 is the 
servant, the same figure as 42.1-4.23
22“ Begrich, Studien zu Deuterojesaja (TBü 20; ed. W. Zimmerli; München: Chr. Kaiser, 
1963) 13,61,134; R.G. Kratz (Kyrios im Deuterojesaja-Buch: Redaktionsgeschichtliche 
Untersuchungen zu Entstehung und Theologie von des 40-55 (FAT 1; Tübingen: J.C.B. 
Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1991) 128-135) argues that 42.5-9 “kaum die ursprüngliche 
Fortsetzung des ersten Ebed-Textes sein” (p. 128).23 See Norman H. Snaith, “Isaiah 40-66: A Study of the Teaching of the Second Isaiah and 
its Consequences,” in Studies on the Second Part o f the Book o f Isaiah (SVT XIV; Leiden: 
Brill, 1967) 167; Holladay, Scroll o f a Prophetic Heritage, 133.
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3.1.2.1 The Form of Isaiah 42.1-4
Otto Kaiser sees the servant formally presented in 42.1-4 as a king figure,24 
but Begrich sees him as a royal herald.23 The particles H^n/in often introduce a 
proclamation that certain persons have been established in particular offices or 
functions and thus they can appear in the establishment of a king, see 2 Chron 23.3 
(fun); 1 Sam 9.17 (EPNn rUH),26 but these and the possible parallel in Zech 6.9ff 
are not strong. The particles are also used to introduce speeches in which prophets 
are commissioned (cf. Jer 1.9; Ezek 3.8), though, as admitted by Melugin,27 they 
differ from Isaiah 42 in that the examples are addressed directly to the prophet. 
These particles appear in speeches that announce the commissioning of certain 
craftsmen (Exod 31.6), so they are used in relation with several offices in Israel. 
Melugin’s conclusion is as follows: “Thus one cannot determine what kind of
9 ftfigure Deutero-Isaiah had in mind by analysis of the form alone.”
For an understanding of *¡¡“1 in the present context, there is an obvious link to
the preceding trial scene, with “behold” used because of the contrast with IH of 
41.29, and further back, 41.24. The pagan gods are a delusion because of their
24 Otto Kaiser, Der königliche Knecht: Eine traditionsgeschichtlich-exegetische Studie 
über die Ebed-Jahwe-Lieder bei Deuterojesaja (FRLANT 70; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1959; 19622) 16-18.
25 Begrich, Studien zu Deuterojesaja, 137 (“die Kundmachung von Entscheidungen des
Königs”).
26 Oswalt would link this language of presentation to 1 Sam 9.17 (The Book of Isaiah, 
Chapters 40-66 [NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998] 109). Oswalt claims that it is 
particularly common with reference to kings (though he provides no supporting 
references); A. Laato, The Servant o f YHWH and Cyrus: A Reinterpretation o f the Exilic 
Messianic Programme in Isaiah 40-55 (ConB, OT Series 35; Stockholm: Almqvist & 
Wiksell International, 1992) 78; idem, A Star is Rising, 173-185.
27 Formation, 66.
28 Ibid.
29 Also noted by H.C. Spykerboer, The Structure and Composition o f Deutero-Isaiah, with 
Special Reference to the Polemics Against Idolatry (Rijksuniversiteit te Groningen; 
Franeker, Netherlands: T. Wever, 1976) 78,81-82,86.
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inability to declare the future (cf. 41.2Iff with their focus on declaration10). In 
contrast to the false gods, YHWH now designates his servant who will proclaim 
justice, and the contrast favours the servant having a predominantly speaking role.
The style used in 42.1-4 is that customarily used in commissioning “various 
kinds of officials1', 31 so that form or genre does not permit precise classification of 
the official commissioned. Given the general commissioning language in use, to be 
any more specific “would be to overinterpret the text.”j2
3.1.2.2 Royal Motifs?
Williamson sees royal language in use in the Servant Songs.'13 In Isa 37.35 
YHWH identifies David as “my servant” CHM  “IH), but it would be wrong to 
automatically associate the term “servant” with kingship.34
We would dispute the presence of any royal language in ch.42 applied to the 
servant, but given the fact that a considerable number of scholars view the servant, 
especially in the first Song (42.1-4), as presented in royal guise,'0 we must deal
30 r rr  v.22; rran w.22,23; uiroitfn v.22; Tan v.26; tjo  v.26; yarn v.26.
31 Melugin, Formation, 67; in his view (pp.67-69), commissioning language of vv.5-9 
continues the ambiguity, imitating as they do commissioning language in general, rather 
than borrowing a particular genre for a specific kind of office. 
j2 Ibid.
33 Variations on a Theme, 5.
j4 Cf. Rose, Zerubbabel and Zemah, 213; C.L. and E.M. Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1-8 
(AB 25B; Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1987) 68,70.
35 E.g. I. Engnell, “The ‘Ebed-Yahweh Songs and the Suffering Messiah in ‘Deutero- 
Isaiah’,” BJRL 31 (1948) 54-93; H. Ringgren, The Messiah in the Old Testament (SBT 18; 
London: SCM, 1956) 40-41; Kaiser, Der Königliche, 14-31; Westermann, Isaiah 40-66: A 
Commentary (tr. D.M.G. Stalker; OTL; London: SCM, 1969) 93-95; W.A.M. Beuken, 
“Mispdt: The First Servant Song and Its Context,” VT 22 (1972) 1-30; Jörg Jeremias, 
“BSTO im ersten Gottesknechtlied (Jes XLII 1-4),” VT 22 (1972) 33-35; H. Haag, Der 
Gottesknecht bei Deuterojesaja (EF 233; Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 
1985) 31, who follows the scholarly consensus: “Das 1. Lied wird von einer Reihe von 
Autoren als königliches Designationsorakel...oder Präsentationswort verstanden” (italics 
Haag’s); M. Dijkstra, “De Koniklijke Knecht: Voorstelling en investituur van de Knecht 
des Heren in Jesaja 42,” in De Knecht: Studies rondom Deutero-Jesaja (Fest. J.L. Koole;
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with this issue. Not all scholars by any means find a royal servant.'16 It is likely 
that the first Song sets the trend for subsequent servant passages.17 This makes the 
determination of the role of the servant in 42.1-4 particularly critical. 42.1 is the 
strongest point in the argument for a royal interpretation of the servant. It must, 
then, be established for this song to be at all convincing.
Laato sees the servant depicted with the aid of motifs originating from the 
royal ideology, and argues for an essential interrelation between the servant and 
Cyrus passages, which are likewise, so Laato, traditio-historically connected to
*>Q
Akkadian royal tradition. The alleged parallels in Akkadian royal inscriptions 
relate mainly to the titles “QJJ (“servant”) and "VTQ (“chosen one”), but as well to 
the motif of the king being grasped by the hand of the god(s) and the king’s task of
ed. H.H. Grosheide and J.L. Koole; Kampen: Kok, 1978) 41-52; J.H. Eaton, Festal Drama 
in Deutero-Isaiah (London: SPCK, 1979) 47-49.
j6 C.R. North, The Suffering Servant in Deutero-Isaiah: An Historical and Critical Study 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 19562), 218; idem, The Second Isaiah: Introduction, 
Translation and Commentary to Chapters XL-LV (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964) 110; 
Mowinckel, He That Cometh, 190, who interprets 42.1-4 as referring to a prophetic figure, 
but nevertheless sees the passage as being traditio-historically connected to the royal 
tradition; Orlinsky, “The So-called “Servant of the Lord” and “Suffering Servant” in 
Second Isaiah,” in Studies in the Second Part o f the Book o f Isaiah (SVT 14; Leiden: Brill, 
1967) 77, who equates the servant with the prophet himself.
So suggests Dumbrell, “The Role of the Servant in Isaiah 40-55,” RTR XLVIII (1989) 
107.
38 The Servant o f YHWH and Cyrus, 19; with the claim that “almost every concrete 
statement about Cyrus has parallels in the servant passages” (p.37), and Table 3 (pp.45-46) 
lists the shared features. Blenkinsopp would unmask the incognito of the Servant by 
identifying him as Cyrus, and 42.7 is best understood, so Blenkinsopp, as the actions of 
Cyrus, cf. 45.13 (“The Servant and the Servants in Isaiah and the Formation of the Book,” 
in Writing and Reading the Scroll o f Isaiah. Studies o f an Interpretive Tradition [eds. 
Craig C. Broyles and Craig A. Evans; SVT LXX, 1; Leiden: Brill, 1997] 164). I do not 
accept this identification. It is better to see YHWH’s servant as (in some sense) the 
replacement for Cyrus, who is not alluded to in chs.49ff.
39 The Servant o f YHWH and Cyrus, 22, with pp.47-68 giving details of claimed parallels 
between Akkadian royal inscriptions and Cyrus and Servant passages.
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establishing justice.40 It is not enough, however, just to find that there are royal 
parallels with these, if prophetic or other parallels can also be found.
Certainly there is election language present, including “my servant” (42.1a), 
but this is not exclusive to the king.41 In Kings, David is often referred to as 
but even more frequently the designation is of a prophetic figure. The use of the 
verb -pn (“whom I uphold”) in 42.1a is noted by Laato,42 who sees a similarity 
with the Akkadian motif of “Handergreifung' where the central notion is that the 
god takes the king by the forearm to support him. 41.10 uses ~ pn  [“I will uphold 
you”] of God’s support of Israel, and 41.9,13; 42.6; 45.1 use p in  in a similar way. 
The root occurs 21 times in the Bible,4’ and the listing reveals the root under 
discussion is used more widely than simply with application to the king. As well, 
m n  (“to delight in”), with YHWH as the subject, does not belong narrowly to one 
particular figure, but is connected with Israel (Ps 44.4; 149.4; Jer 14.10), God- 
fearers (Ps 147.11), and David (2 Sam 24.23). Likewise, “my chosen one” (*HTQ) 
may also suggest a royal identity, since the term is applied to David in Ps 89.4 
[Eng. 3], but the item can be applied to more than one figure. “irQ may apply to 
king (1 Sam 10.24; 16.8,9; 2 Sam 6.21; 16.18, 21.6)44 or God’s choice of Israel 
(Deut 7.7; Isa 44.1; Ezk 20.5; Ps 105.6), and it is used of Moses (Ps 106.23). The 
assertion in 42.1 that YHWH has placed his Spirit on his servant is indeed 
congruent with a royal identity (1 Sam 16.13; Isa 11.2), but it does not require
40 As summarised by Laato, The Servant o f YHWH and Cyrus, 77.
41 Kaiser (Der königliche Knecht, 18-20) stresses the parallels in OT royal traditions.
42 The Servant o f YHWH and Cyrus, 78; cf. Kaiser, Der königliche Knecht, 20-21.
43 BDB p.1069; S. Mandelkern, Veteris Testamenti Concordantiae Hebraicae Atque 
Chaldaicae (Tel Aviv: Schocken, 1971) 1247; R.P. Merendino, Der Erste und der Letzte: 
Eine Untersuchung von des 40-48 (SVT 31; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1981) 215.
44 Laato claims that the verb IPD is “a special terminus technicus for the election of the 
king” (The Servant o f YHWH and Cyrus, 71,72); cf. Kaiser, Der königliche Knecht, 21.
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one.4' That equipment, as admitted by Schultz,46 is also consistent with prophets (1 
Sam 10.6,10; 19.20,23), judges (Judg 3.10; 6.34; 11.29) and people (viewed as 
prophets) in Num 11.2. None of the motifs featured in 42.1 is so specifically royal 
as to require the servant to be viewed as a royal figure.
3.1.2.3 Justice: A Royal Task?
A wide variety of identifications of the servant has been proposed, but the 
emphasis within 42.1-4 is on the role rather than on the identity of the servant (“He 
will bring forth justice to the nations” [v.lb]; which is virtually repeated in w .3b 
and 4a; using [“justice”] each time). Justice is one of the primary
responsibilities of the king (e.g., 1 Kgs 3.28; 7.7; Ps 72.1,2,12-14), especially to 
vulnerable groups,47 but the prophets proclaimed it as well (Mic 3.8). Despite other 
possible connections to Cyrus, “justice” is not used in relation to him. The most 
that Melugin can say is that bringing forth justice to the nations “fits best with a 
royal figure” (cf. Ps 72.1-4,8-11; 2.7-9),48 nevertheless, as he points out, 42.1-4 
“does not clearly indicate that the servant will rule the nations”.49 “Justice” and law
( m in )  are paired (42.4), which takes us back to the similar eschatology of 2.2-4. 
There instruction and arbitration are two parts of the role of the divine king in his
45 Hugenberger, “The Servant of the Lord in the ‘Servant Songs’ of Isaiah: A Second 
Moses Figure,” in The Lord’s Anointed: Interpretation o f Old Testament Messianic Texts 
(eds. Phillip E. Satterthwaite, Richard S. Hess, and Gordon J. Wenham; Carlisle: The 
Paternoster Press/Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1995) 115.
46 “The King in the Book of Isaiah,” 155; Merendino would connect it especially with the 
equipment of prophets {Der Erste und der Letzte, 215,216).
47 Williamson {Variations on a Theme, 136) views v.3 as a poetic description of such 
people.
48 Engnell views CDDTO as referring to “his [the servant’s] royal judicial function” (“The 
‘Ebed Yahweh Songs,” 66 [addition mine]).
49 Formation, 67 (italics Melugin’s). So too, von Rad notes that the basic function of a 
king, that of ruling, is absent {Old Testament Theology II, 259).
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dealings with the nations.50 This (by association) may make the servant a royal 
figure, or (just as likely) a divine agent.
Obviously enough what is described is a ‘speaking’ office.51 Vv.2-3 hardly 
suit “a conqueror”, “ but have more in common with the quietist character of 49.4; 
50.5-9 and 53.7-12. Laato would connect v.2 with the humble royal figure o f Zech 
9.9,10, but, with S.H. Blank,5’ we would view the servant of YHWH as a prophetic 
figure (cf. 20.3, “my servant Isaiah"), with the more obvious connection of vv.2-3 
with Jeremiah (Jer 11.19; 15.10-11; 18.20). The details of 42.2 cannot be taken as 
an argument against this, for they “refer only to the manner of the servant’s 
teaching, and really have as their premise the fact that he shall speak.”54 North 
understands v.2 as opposing the methodology of the servant to early ecstatic 
prophets,55 while that verse’s three negative clauses (N*?) suggest to Whybray a 
contrast with earlier prophets of doom.56
As for “royal aspects” to the person and work of the servant in 49.1-6,57 the 
best that Williamson can offer is: (1) a comparison of v.2 with Isa 11.4; (2) the 
form of v.3 is similar to Ps 2.7; (3) the “apparently political aspect” of the task of 
restoring the Israelite tribes (w.5,6). However, as Williamson admits, there are 
other features of the description which inevitably remind the reader primarily of a
50 Williamson, Variations on a Theme, 138,139; Dumbrell, “The Role of the Servant,” 
109,110 (who notes a similar pairing in 51.4, but eh.51 speaks of YHWH’s initiative 
alone).
51 Cf. Spykerboer, Structure and Composition, 89. Hugenberger’s own preference is to 
see in the servant a “Second Moses” (“Servant of the Lord,” 119ff).
52 Orlinsky, “The So-called ‘Servant of the Lord’,” 77.
53 “Studies in Deutero-Isaiah,” HUCA 15 (1940) 1-46, esp. p.28 n.54, though we do not 
need to agree with Blank’s claim “that Deutero-Isaiah drew largely upon his knowledge of 
the life and thought of Jeremiah for his portrait of the ‘Ebed” (p.29).
54 Blank, “Studies in Deutero-Isaiah,” 25.
55 Suffering Servant, 108; Mowinckel, He That Cometh, 190.
56 Isaiah 40-66 (NCB; Grand Rapids/London: Eerdmans/Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1975) 
72,73; cf. North, The Second Isaiah, 108.
57 Variations on a Theme, 153.
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prophetic figure, especially Jeremiah.58 Williamson provides no discussion on 
50.4-9 or 52.13-53.12 -  a silent admission that no royal figure can be found there.
In summary, then, the form of 42.1-2, the motifs of 42.1, and the projected 
role of the servant do not support the idea that the servant is a royal figure. We may 
safely discount the servant passages as contributing to the theme of kingship. This 
only reinforces the fact that Isaiah 40-55 are silent about the hopes that chs.9 and 11 
place in a future Davidic ruler.
3.1.3 The Role of Cyrus
An honorific title is given to Cyrus as YHWH’s anointed (“his anointed”; 
45.1), and Eissfeldt sees it as “thus withdrawn from the Davidic dynasty”.59 The 
term is not limited to kings,60 but its frequent use for King David or a Davidic 
king,61 as well as the ‘Davidic' tasks laid upon him, means that Cyrus is clothed in 
Davidic raiment. Cyrus is described in terms appropriate to a Davidic king, “my 
Shepherd” (cf. 2 Sam 5.2; 1 Kgs 22.17; Ezk 34.23), with the “royal obligation”62 of
58 Variations on a Theme, 154; on p.162 Williamson goes as far as to say: “The identity of 
the mediator may have changed in this latter passage [49.1-6]” (addition mine); cf. von 
Rad, Old Testament Theology II, 260: “Jeremiah’s suffering and converse with God also 
played a part in the picture of the Servant, yet Jeremiah is not the Servant.”
“The Promises of Grace to David in Isaiah 55:1-5,” in Israel’s Prophetic Heritage: 
Essays in Honor o f James Muilenburg (eds. B.W. Anderson and W. Harrelson; London: 
SCM Press, 1962)” 203; cf. M.A. Sweeney, “The Reconceptualization of the Davidic 
Covenant in Isaiah,” in Studies in the Book o f Isaiah: Festschrift Willem A.M. Beuken 
(eds. J. van Ruiten and M. Vervenne; BETL 132; Leuven: Leuven University Press/ 
Peeters, 1997) 47.
60 High priest (Ex 29.7; Num 35.25); other priests (Ex 28.41;30.30;40.15; Num 3.3); 
prophets (1 Kgs 19.16; Isa 61.1).
61 E.g. Pss. 18.51 [Eng. 50]; 20.7 [Eng. 6]; 28.8; 84.10 [Eng. 9]; 89.52 [Eng. 51],
62“ Laato, The Servant ofYHWH and Cyrus, 181; cf. Carroll Stuhlmueller, “Deutero-Isaiah: 
Major Transitions in the Prophet’s Theology and in Contemporary Theology,” CBQ 42 
(1980) 11; A. Schoors, lam  God Your Savior: A Form-Critical Study o f the Main Genres 
in Is. xl-lv (SVT 24; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1973) 269,270, who refers also to Sumerian, 
Assyro-Babylonian and Egyptian texts; and P.D. Hanson, “Messiahs and Messianic 
Figures in Proto-Apocalypticism,” in The Messiah: Developments in Earliest Judaism and 
Christianity (The First Princeton Symposium on Judaism and Christian Origins; ed. James 
H. Charlesworth; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992) 71,72.
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rebuilding the temple (44.28; cf. 2 Sam 7.1-2; 1 Kings 6-8) and Davidic hope of the 
subjugation of the nations (45.1-3a; cf. Am 9.11-12; Ps 2.8).
Westermann sees clear indications, however, that YHWH’s commissioning 
of Cyrus has definite limits set to it: (1) it is given for the sake of Israel
(45.4). Victories are promised to Cyrus, but they are all for the sake of Israel, 
“solely in order that God may keep his saving promises to Israel”.63 (2) The 
title *H2J7 given to Jacob/Israel (cf. 45.4a) is not given to Cyrus,64 because 
“servant" implies a mutual relationship in which there is permanence, whereas 
Cyrus is only given “a non-recurrent task in one particular set of circumstances.”6' 
(3) The refrain-like repetition oP Jn i^T 1 (vv.4b,5b) serves to show that there is 
no idea of Cyrus’ conversion. (4) There is a higher end in view (v.6), not 
specifically the interests of Cyrus or Persia. 45.1-7 is structured by a threefold
(vv.3b,4 and 6), with these introducing the three reasons for the promises 
made to Cyrus, showing that the call of Cyrus is for the sake of God’s greater 
purposes. According to Jan P. Fokkelman, the first (v.3b) is overruled by the 
second (v.4a), and we have here a hierarchy of means and ends: all being done “for 
the sake of my servant Jacob, and Israel my chosen”,66 and that again for the higher
63 Oswalt, Isaiah 40-66, 202.
64 The suggestion of Watts is that the title "73U appears to be pointedly avoided, despite 
the forthright use of other exalted titles (“Consolation or Confrontation?,” 52). Harry M. 
Orlinsky gives reasons for the non-application of "1217 to Cyrus, but they are not at all 
compelling (see “The So-called ‘Servant of the Lord’,” 8 n.l).
65 Isaiah 40-66, 160. James D. Smart (History and Theology in Second Isaiah. A 
Commentary on Isaiah 35, 40-66 [Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1965], 115-118), 
in arguing for the deletion of reference to temple and Cyrus in chs.44,45, vigorously 
asserts that the role given to Cyrus is not a narrowly circumscribed one, drawing attention 
to the “all” in 44.28, so that it must be, according in Smart, the work of universal 
redemption (cf. pp.24,120), though the verse may just mean that Cyrus will fulfil “all” the 
purpose that YHWH has for him to do, namely the tasks that are specified in v.28 itself.
66 “The Cyrus Oracle (Isaiah 44,24-45,7) from the Perspective of Syntax, Versification and 
Structure,” in Studies in the Book o f Isaiah. Festschrift Willem A.M. Beuken (eds. J. van 
Ruiten and M. Vervenne; BETL 132; Leuven: University Press, 1997) 320.
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purpose still (v.6a, the third ‘¡Uft*?), for the universal knowledge of YHWH. This 
would confirm the ‘purely instrumental’ use of Cyrus. North notes that there is a 
certain shock value in the designation of Cyrus as YHWH’s “anointed”, “but we 
may easily read more into it than was intended”, and North counsels caution 
against thinking in terms of later messianic dogma. Seitz sees YHWH’s 
‘instrumental’ use of Cyrus as on the same level as his earlier use (and then 
punishment) of the Assyrians. Seitz views the statements that Cyrus does not 
know YHWH (45.4b,5b, “though you do not know me”) as not all that different 
from what was earlier said of Assyria (10.7, “But he does not so intend, and his 
mind does not think”). Seitz would seem to be correct in seeing in Cyrus a ‘purely 
functional' messianism.69 Williamson would not read too much into the assigning 
of this title (“his anointed”) to Cyrus,70 since, among other reasons, Cyrus is here 
commissioned by YHWH for a specific task. Williamson’s final point is pertinent: 
“For our present concern perhaps the single most important conclusion to be drawn 
is the negative point that the agent of the anticipated restoration will not be an
• • • 7 1Israelite or Davidic king.” According to Laato: “[There is] no reason to suppose 
that the kingship of Cyrus in Isa 40-55 would have been understood as a bona fide 
replacement for Davidic kingship.” The fact that Cyrus does not feature within 
chs.49ff is a clear indication (to Laato) of “his role as being a mere tool in the hand 
of YHWH to create a new beginning for his people.”
67 The Second Isaiah, 150.
68 “Royal Promises in the Canonical Books of Isaiah and the Psalms,” in Word Without 
End: The Old Testament as Abiding Theological Witness (Grand Rapids, Michigan/ 
Cambridge, U.K.: Eerdmans, 1998) 153; cf. von Rad, Old Testament Theology II, 244 
n.16.
69 See “Royal Promises,” 161.
70 “Messianic Texts,” 239.
71 Variations on a Theme, 6.
72 The Servant o f YHWH and Cyrus, 187.
7'’ The Servant o f YHWH and Cyrus, 216 (italics mine).
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In summary, though the ‘Davidic contours’ of Cyrus’ role are clear, there are 
definite limitations placed upon his role as well. We cannot see in Cyrus a 
fulfilment of those hopes expressed in chs.9 and 11. If anything, what is said of 
Cyrus only makes the reader more acutely conscious of the absence of any Davidic 
ruler.
3.1.4 Isaiah 55.1-5
The character of this passage has been much discussed. For some scholars, 
notably J. Begrich,74 vv.l-3a are formally an invitation on the part of personified 
Wisdom to be guests at her table, but from vv.3b-5 it appears that YHWH himself, 
not Wisdom, is the speaker throughout (that despite a failure to specify the speaker 
in w .l-3 a , and the third person reference to YHWH in v.5b). Westermann finds 
what he views as a better prototype in the cries of water-sellers and other vendors
n  c
who shouted their wares in the bazaar. Clifford disputes that the verses mimic 
such cries, and instead finds a formulaic invitation to a sacral feast at which life is 
offered. As pointed out by Clifford, Begrich was puzzled by the connection of 
w .l-3a , the invitation, to vv.3b-5, the extension of the Davidic covenant to those 
invited, since Begrich thought that the covenant had nothing to do with the usual 
content of wisdom teaching. For Clifford, eh.55 is an invitation to the children of
74 Studien zu Deuterojesaja, 59-60.
75 Isaiah 40-66, 282; North, The Second Isaiah, 255.
76 A view at least as old as Franz Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary, 325.
77 Richard J. Clifford, “Isaiah 55: Invitation to a Feast,” in The Word o f the Lord Shall Go 
Forth. Essays in Honor o f David Noel Freedman in Celebration if  His Sixtieth Birthday 
(eds. Carol L. Meyers and M. O’Connor; Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 1983) 27- 
35; p.30: “the life that is offered is proximity to the deity in the deity’s shrine”; idem, Fair 
Spoken and Persuading: An Interpretation o f Second Isaiah (New York: Paul ist Press, 
1984) 191. As a development and adaptation of this view, H.C. Spykerboer emphasises 
that (in context) the shrine in mind is the new Jerusalem, where YHWH has assumed his 
reign again (“Isaiah 55:1-5: The Climax of Deutero-Isaiah: An Invitation to Come to the 
New Jerusalem,” in The Book o f Isaiah -  Le Livre d ’Isaïe. Les oracles et leur relectures. 
Unité et complexité de l ’ouvrage [ed. Jacques Vermeylen; BETL 81; Leuven: Leuven 
University/Peeters, 1989] 355-359).
78 Studien zu Deuterojesaja, 60.
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Mother Zion (so clearly featured in ch.54) to return to Zion, the shrine of YHWH, 
and in such a context, covenant language is wholly appropriate. The poet, 
according to Muilenburg, symbolises the gifts of the covenant by the figure of food 
and drink which give life (v.3a) to all who partake of them and it is an invitation to 
a covenant feast (cf. the association of eating and drinking in the original Sinaitic 
covenant in Ex 24.11), and so “water, bread, wine, milk and fat are all symbolic of 
covenant gifts and benefits.”79
3.1.4.1 The ‘Démocratisation’ of the Davidic Covenant
C.R. North notes that the suffix of “with you” (D275) is in the plural (55.3b; 
cf. 61.8, “and I will make an everlasting covenant with them [DlV?]”), so that v.3b 
looks for no revival of the Davidic monarchy.80 The second person singular verbs 
(* n p n , inn) and second person singular pronominal suffix Q U IT’) in v.5 (in 
contrast to the plural in v.3) do not need to mean that the words are addressed to 
“David”, or the Messiah, for the more fundamental shift in thought is between 
the third person (v.4, “1 made him ') and the second person (v.5, “you shall call”). It 
is best to think that the comparison with David (v.4) provokes the singular form of 
address in speaking to Israel (v.5). As well, the general address to Israel in vv.1-3 
(with their string of plural imperatives) sets the orientation for the whole section 
(w.1-5). The application of v.5 to God’s people (rather than to David) in relation 
to the nations is confirmed by its consistency with the ‘witness’ function given to 
Israel in earlier texts (cf. 44.5,8; 45.14; 49.7) and by the earlier language of Israel’s 
glorification (v.5b, “for he has glorified you”; cf. 44.23).
79 “The Book of Isaiah,” 644.
80 Cf. 54.10 “and my steadfast love fHOm) will not depart from you C]nNQ, feminine 
singular [i.e., with Zion?]”).
81 Cf. Muilenburg, “The Book of Isaiah,” 646 (contra Kissane, The Book o f Isaiah, II 
[Dublin: Brown and Nolan, 1943] 203,207).
“ Oswalt takes this view, at least in part, because he understands the servant as Davidic 
Messiah, an interpretation we earlier cast doubt upon (Isaiah 40-66, 439,440).
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Eissfeldt in his influential article begins by comparing Psalm 89 with the 
Isaiamc passage, seeing the two as connected (the intertextual linkages need not 
be denied, though we do not have to think in terms of the direct dependence of one 
passage on the other), but he goes on to accent and underline the difference in 
perspectives, with Isaiah 55.1-5 not seeing the fulfilment of divine promises of 
grace to David in terms of a descendent of David who will sit upon the throne in
o r
Jerusalem. There is no hint in Isaiah 55, however, and this is another difference 
with Psalm 89, that the covenant with David is broken, and that what is promised is 
its restoration (in some form). In my opinion, scholars have made much too much 
of the supposed connections to Psalm 89. Heim makes his understanding of Psalm 
89 too determinative for his reading of Isaiah 55, ignoring the non-mention of the 
Davidic dynasty in Isaiah 40-55 that must influence any contextual reading of 55.3- 
5.86
The proclamation of v.3b is expanded by means of a twofold “behold” (]!"[, 
vv.4a,5a). The first looks back to the covenant with David (v.4) and the second 
makes a contrast between this and the “everlasting covenant” in which the “graces 
bestowed on David” are promised to Israel (v.5), which is the result of the divine 
initiative promised in v.3b.87 This being so, v.4 is to be translated in the past tense 
(RSV, “Behold, I made h im ...”) and v.5 in future tense (RSV, “Behold, you shall
See Eissfeldt, “The Promises of Grace to David,” 197-202; summarised by Knut M. 
Heim, “The (God-)Forsaken King of Psalm 89: A Historical and Intertextual Enquiry,” in 
King and Messiah in Israel and the Ancient Near East: Proceedings o f the Oxford Old 
Testament Seminar (ed. John Day; JSOTSS 270; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
1998)307.
84 “The Promises of Grace to David,” 203ff.
Contra Heim, “The (God-)Forsaken King,” 308; on p.309 Heim speaks of “covenant
renewal” (italics mine).
86 For details of Heim’s argumentation, where he critiques the position as exemplified by 
Westermann, see “The (God-)Forsaken King,” 311-313.
Westermann, Isaiah 40-66, 284; Heim speaks of the “alleged contrast” (“The [God-] 
Forsaken King,” 311, italics mine), seeing here only the temporal contrast, between past 
and future, not “a contrast of opposites” (p.312).
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call...”), with the shift from perfect (VnnJ) to imperfect ( iO p n )  given its full 
weight. Thus v.4 is to be understood as describing the historical David, and v.5 as 
what YHWH now promises to do for Israel. It was the view of Torrey that this text 
must be interpreted in a messianic sense, as a promise of the restoration of the 
Davidic dynasty.89 This was properly contested by P. Volz90 and J. Muilenburg.91 
Nothing is said elsewhere in chs.40-55 about any restoration of the dynasty, and 
context must influence our interpretation of this passage.
3.1.4.2 The Interpretation of TTT 'HOn
W.A.M. Beuken, whose article evaluates and builds on the earlier one by A. 
Caquot,92 argues that TTT *HOn must be understood as a subjective genitive,9j 
namely: “the manifestations of David’s loyalty”, but his arguments are effectively 
disputed by Williamson.94
YHWH promises to conclude an “everlasting covenant” with the Israelites, 
and that covenant is immediately explained as the “steadfast graces to David”.95 A 
literal translation of the disputed expression in v.3b is “the deeds of hesed of
88 Cf. Schoors, lam God Your Saviour, 149.
89 The Second Isaiah, 142,148-149,256,427.
90 Jesaja II (KAT IX; Leipzig: A. Deichertsche Verlagsbuchhandlung D. Werner Scholl, 
1932) 139: “Das Bemerkenswerte unserer Stelle ist vielmehr, daß die Davidsverheißung 
auf das Volk Israel übertragen wird”, with Volz appealing to the wider context, saying of 
the messianic interpretation: “und es wird vollends unwahrscheinlich gemacht durch die 
Tatsache, daß Dtjes. Auch sonst keine Messiasweissagung ausspricht.” On p.140, Volz 
views the transfer as a “charakteristische Sätze des Propheten”. Volz specifically disputes 
the views of Duhm, Haller and Skinner.
91 “The Book of Isaiah,” 644-646.
92 “Les ‘Grâces de David’. A propos d’Isaïe 55/3b,” Semitica 15 (1965) 45-59, Caquot 
contending that the mercies are those which the Davidic Messiah gives to his people; see 
also P. Bordreuil, “Les ‘grâces de David’ et I Maccabees ii 57,” VT 31 (1981) 73-76, who 
gives further arguments for the subjective genitive interpretation.
3 “Isa. 55,3-5: The Reinterpretation of David,” Bijdragen 35 (1974) 49-64.
94 ‘“The Sure Mercies of David’: Subjective or Objective Genitive?,” JSS 23 (1978) 31-49.
95 The phrase “11"! ’HOP! can most easily be understood as in apposition to ITHD, the 
preceding phrase, given that the two terms are not connected with a waw.
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David”,96 with the plural *’*1011 being used here of deeds of, or different concrete 
manifestations of, the steadfast love of God with the context of his covenant with 
David (such as used in Ps 89.50 [Eng. 49]: “Where are your former manifestations
of steadfast love m o m  O Lord, which you swore to David by your faithfulness
nn31»N3]?” [cf. 55.3b dependable” (OMnNjrt)]).97
Beuken wants to argue that “David played an active role as God’s witness to 
the nations”, but that is unlikely, given how “witness” is used earlier in Isaiah 
40ff." The term “witness” is not used of David elsewhere.100 Beuken requires an 
active witnessing role to be able to interpret “TH *H0n as “the manifestations of 
David’s loyalty”. The blind and deaf witnesses of 43.10,12 (cf. 43.8) do not bear 
testimony by what they themselves believe and proclaim, rather their ‘witness’ 
consists of what happens to them in the historical process: the divine promise of 
deliverance and its fulfilment. No active witness is suggested by 44.8 and 9, and its 
use in 55.4 must be understood against the background of how the prophet used this 
particular theme.
3.1.4.3 Transferral?
The failure to refer to royal promises in Isaiah 40ff is reflected in the fact of 
their having been transferred to God’s people at large. A long line of recent
96 North, The Second Isaiah, 257.
97 Nelson Glueck stresses the connection between “TOPI and rVH2 in this context (Das
Wort Hesed [BZAW 47; Berlin: Verlag Alfred Topelmann, 19612] 42).
98 “The Reinterpretation of David,” 57 (italics mine).
QQ See A.A. Trites, The New Testament Concept o f Witness (SNTSMS 31; Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1977) ch.5, who is not, however, specific on this point.
100 Cf. J.H. Eaton, “The King as God’s Witness,” ASTI 1 (1970) 25-40, idem, Kingship 
and the Psalms (SBT, 2nd Series 32; London: SCM Press, 1976; 2nd ed., Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1986) 182-195, who thinks it might be found at Ps 89.38 [Eng. 
37], however in Ps 89.38 refers to “the moon” rather than to David’s seed in the 
previous verse. He is followed by Jean M. Vincent Studien zur literischen Eigenart und 
zur geistigen Heimat von Jesaja, Kap. 40-55 (BET 5; Frankfurt, Bern, Las Vegas: Peter 
Lang, 1977) 85-87.
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interpreters has adopted this position,101 and there is much to be said in its favour, 
though not all follow this interpretative trend.102 If 55.4,5 are viewed in their wider 
setting in chs.40-55 with its stolid non-mention of the Davidic promise, that would 
seem to favour the idea of transfer.
However, to seek to explain the transfer away from David to the people in 
terms of changed political conditions, i.e., the realities of the post-exilic situation, 
as commonly done,101 does not find support in the Isaianic text as we have it. This 
is not an intra-textual explanation, and is not consistent with a unitary reading of 
the canonical text, as Seitz notes.104 According to Seitz, even those interpreters 
interested in a unitary reading of the book, Conrad among them,105 have failed to 
overcome the sharp differentiation between earlier and later views of kingship in
101 E.g. North, The Second Isaiah, 255,258; Begrich, Studien zu Deuterojesaja, 92; von 
Rad, Old Testament Theology II, 46,240 (“the Messianic hope had no place in his 
prophetic ideas”), 271,325; Westermann, Isaiah 40-66, 283,284; J.L. McKenzie, Second 
Isaiah. Introduction, Translation, and Notes (AB 20; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 
1968) 143,144; Becker, Isaias, 43,44; idem, Messianic Expectation, 52,68; Smart, History 
and Theology, 223 (“There is no room in Second Isaiah’s theology for a Messiah in the 
sense of a royal individual who comes to rule”); Schoors, I am God Your Saviour, 148; 
Sweeney, Isaiah 1-4, 16; idem, “Reconceptualization,” 47; H.-J. Kraus, Das Evangelium 
der unbekannten Propheten: Jesaja 40-66 (Kleine Biblische Bibliothek; Neukirchen- 
Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1990) 162; O. Kaiser, Der königliche Knecht, 132-134; 
Petersen, Late Israelite Prophecy, 21; Hans Wildberger, “Die Neuinterpretation des 
Erwählungsglaubens Israels in der Krise der Exilszeit,” in Wort-Gebot-Glaube: Beiträge 
zur Theologie des Alten Testament. Festschrift für W. Eichrodt zum 80. Geburtstag (eds. 
Johann Jakob Stamm and Ernst Jenni; ATANT 59; Zürich: Zwingli, 1970) 321; D. Baltzer, 
Ezechiel und Deuterojesaja: Berührungen in der Heilserwartung der beiden großen 
Exilspropheten (BZAW 121; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1971) 141-149; Seybold, 
Königtum, 152-162,173 who speaks of “Die Übertragung des Davidbundes auf die 
Gemeinde” (p. 161), that is facilitated through “die altorientalische Denkform der 
korporativen Person”.
102 E.g. Vincent, Studien, 88-91.
1 0 3 *E.g. David Meade, Pseudonymity and Canon, 34: “Although political realities would 
not allow him to simply repeat Isaiah’s promises to the Davidic monarchy, he skillfully 
actualizes this tradition by ‘democratizing’ it, and applying the Davidic promises to the 
entire nation”.
104 “Royal Promises,” 155,164.
105 Reading Isaiah, 136: “It is as royalty that the community will bear witness in the world 
of nations -  a role that was formerly performed by Davidic kings.”
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the one book of Isaiah.106 It is this perceived inadequacy in unitary readings that 
the present thesis seeks to address.
Seitz expresses the wish for a more careful clarification of what is being 
done in Isaiah 55,107 whether the issue is indeed transferral (Überîragung) of the 
original Davidic promise to Israel or it is better to think in terms of ‘'paradigmatic 
illustration”. Seitz remains dissatisfied with the full transfer or démocratisation 
idea, because of the unresolved tensions it creates for a unitary reading of the 
book. North, feeling that some word of justification is required, notes: “After all, a 
covenant with Israel was made long before the time of David, and what David and 
his successors held, they held in trust for the people.” 109 That may well be so, but 
that ‘explanation’, plausible as it may be, is extraneous to the book of Isaiah -  as is 
the justification that it simply reflected the reality of the situation after the 
destruction of Jerusalem.
The point has been made by a number of scholars110 that the role of David 
that is presumably ‘transferred’ is quite limited, his role in relation to the nations. 
On the other hand, it must be said, within Isaiah 40-55 this is a central concern, 
namely, the relation of Israel and “the nations”: Israel’s vindication in the sight of 
the nations (cf. 54.3 that “your seed will inherit the nations”).
The present thesis argues that Isaiah 36-39 effect a transition, so that earlier 
Davidic promises and the démocratisation (Demokratisierung) of the Davidic 
covenant properly found in ch.55 do not fracture the literary unity of the book of 
Isaiah.
106 Seitz, “Royal promises,” 156: “So on this score at least, efforts to break down sharp 
lines between First, Second, and Third Isaiah have produced no fresh integrative reading, 
but merely a restatement of developmental or transformative interpretations.”
107 “Royal Promises,” 156.
108 “Royal Promises,” 161.
109 The Second Isaiah, 258.
110 E.g. R.J. Clifford, Fair Spoken and Persuading, 188-194; p. 192: “only one aspect of 
the whole range of royal duties is transferred here -  the king’s witnessing his patron God’s 
glory to the nations.”
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3.1.4.4 Its Covenant Context
There is strong continuity with the previous chapter (eh.54), especially with 
its covenant themes, which persist into ch.55.111 55.3 is part of a wider covenant 
theme that embraces chs.54 and 55, which allude to (and readapt) a series of 
covenants. As presented in chs.54 and 55, Israel’s total covenant expectations have 
been realised through the ministry of the servant (implied by the placement of 
eh.53).112 Abrahamic (54.1-3), Sinaitic (54.4-8) and Noachian (54.9,10) language is 
used before imagery referring to Zion’s rebuilding and repopulation (54.11-17), 
with 54.13 (“all your sons shall be taught by YHWH”) alluding to a new covenant 
like that of Jeremiah 31. In this way, the reference to the Davidic covenant in 
55.3b-5 becomes part of a series. Ch.54 (and 55.3b-5) is “replete with covenant 
imagery”, indicating the instrumentality of YHWH’s servant in bringing about 
the consummation of all the previous covenants in an eternal covenant centred on 
Zion-Jerusalem. 55.1-5 invite the people to join in that covenant.
There is, then, in these chapters allusions to a series of covenants that will 
find reapplication in the coming age of salvation, and there is nothing that might be 
taken as polemical or signaling a radical rejection of any previous covenant. 
Nothing is said of the Davidic covenant having lapsed or been broken, though it 
may be radically reinterpreted. We fail to find anything that might be viewed as a 
critique of Davidic kingship, even of a subtle sort.114 There is no indication in the
111 Also Muilenburg, “The Book of Isaiah,” 642: “The poem (ch.55) continues the major 
theme of ch.54. The covenant with its bond of covenant faithfulness, the assurance of 
well-being and peace, and the appeal to compassion and everlasting devotion are common 
to both poems” (addition mine). Cf. Sweeney {Isaiah 1-4, 86) who also emphasises the 
covenant themes in the chapter: “the restoration of the covenant between YHWH and Zion 
is the goal of this section”; idem “Reconceptualization,” 44; and Melugin, Formation, 170-
175; p.174: “The dominant connector is the covenant theme”.
112 In what follows I acknowledge my substantial dependence on W.J. Dumbrell, The 
Faith o f Israel. Its Expression in the Books o f the Old Testament (Leicester: Apollos, 
1988) 110; idem, “The Role of the Servant,” 11 Iff.
113 Dumbrell, “The Role of the Servant,” 111.
114 cf. Seitz, “Royal Promises,” 166.
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text that what is said in 55.3-5 may be a ‘problem’. There is indeed a democratic 
L application' of the terms of the Davidic covenant, and a transferral holus-bolus to 
Israel and ‘taking away' from the Davidic house, but that without apology or any 
explanation. In this thesis I argue that this is because the required apology and 
explanation for such a move is provided in chs.36-39.
3.2 Isaiah Chapters 56-66
In the final eleven chapters God is never explicitly styled (“king”), but 
royal language is brought into association with him on a number of occasions, 
especially in 66.1, where YHWH is said to have a throne and a footstool, recalling 
the initial description of divine king in 6.1. As pointed out by Williamson,11" the 
rhetorical use of this language does not stress God’s royal attributes as such, but 
expresses the fact that he is not concerned with a physical temple, viewed as a 
divine throne room, but instead has regard to “he who is humble and contrite in 
spirit, and trembles at my word” (66.2). The divine title used at 57.15, “the high
and lofty one” (Xt^JI □“)) obviously alludes to the divine king depicted in 6.1, 
though here too, as Williamson again notes, the language is only preparatory to the 
striking contrast that God who dwells on high also dwells “with him who is of a 
contrite and humble spirit”. The notion of divine kingship is not so much asserted 
in chs.56-66 as it is assumed and used as “the agreed basis” for assertions about 
God’s surprising condescension.116 This is true, so far as it goes, but, as noted by 
Sweeney,117 Isaiah 65 and 66 portray YHWH in royal terms with the restoration of 
the exiles to Zion, brought by foreign nations who come to recognise YHWH’s 
sovereignty (cf. 2.1-4; 11.10-16). Gentile kings bring tribute to Zion (60.3,10,11, 
16), but nothing is heard about a continuation of Davidic monarchy.
115 Variations on a Theme, 7.
116 Williamson, “Messianic Texts,” 240; see further Williamson, The Book Called Isaiah, 
232-233.
117 “Reconceptualization,” 49,51.
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YHWH reaffirms that he “will make an everlasting covenant with them” 
(61.8), and that sounds like an echo of 55.3,118 which reaffirms the notion of the 
transference of the Davidic promises to the community as outlined in ch.55. Isaiah 
spoke of the future king as a “sprout” (*")2$3) from the stump of Jesse (11.1), but in 
60.21 the people as a whole are spoken of as the “sprout” p25J) of God’s planting, 
so that this is another example of the promise of a king transformed into a promise 
applicable to the whole people.119 Brettler finds a further example in 62.3 with the 
mention of “a royal diadem” ( r o i^ n  fii]3 ).120 In the Bible God is never depicted 
wearing a crown on his head, despite a crown being a characteristic element in the 
Israelite king’s wardrobe.121 In 62.3 the crown is “in the hand/palm” (T Q /rpD ) of 
God, a point, according to Brettler, not sufficiently appreciated by most modern 
commentators, so that it may not be God’s kingship that is on view but Zion as 
king.
3.2.1 The “Servants” Theme
Sweeney picks up Beuken’s identification of “the servants of YHWH” as the 
main theme of chs.56ff, but Sweeney seeks to bring this into relation with the 
reconfiguration (as he sees it) of the Davidic covenant in ch.55. Beuken argues that 
chs.56ff are occupied with the question of the servants of YHWH, and their 
vindication is a major theme in the chapters where “servants” occurs ten times.124
118 Beuken, “Servant and Herald of Good Tidings,” 430-431.
119 Roberts, “The Meaning of 71 PIES in Isaiah 4:2,” 117.
120 So also Meade, Pseudonymity and Canon, 39.
121 Brettler, God is King, 77,78.
122 God is King, 183 endnote 6; and he singles out Westermann for mention {Isaiah 40-66, 
375). Oswalt notes the reference to YHWH’s hand (as opposed to head), and makes the 
suggestion: “perhaps simply a mixing of metaphors”, the people of God are in his hand, 
i.e., in his care and keeping {Isaiah 40-66, 580).
123 “Reconceptualization,” 41; cf. W.A.M. Beuken, “The Main Theme of Trito-Isaiah ‘The 
Servants of YHWH’,” JSOT 47 (1990) 67-87.
124 Cf. Joseph Blenkinsopp, “The Servant and the Servants,” 157,166. The references are 
54.17; 56.6; 63.17; 65.8, 9,13,13,13,15; 66.14.
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Despite this prominent theme, the term “servant”, singular or plural, is not 
used in relation to the “anointed” of Isaiah 61 (61.1b, “YHWH has anointed me”). 
The figure of 61.1-3a is not called a servant, but the opening reference to the Spirit 
(“The Spirit of Lord YHWH is upon me”) seems, to Williamson, a clear allusion to 
the endowment of the servant in 42.1. The only royal connection Williamson can 
hope to suggest is in 61.1, with a possible description of the ‘royal task’ of 
defending the cause of the afflicted, though, as Williamson acknowledges, more
commentators see a connection to a prophetic role, e.g. “he sent me” ( "31-6 E7),126 
which is characteristic of the call to prophetic office (cf. 6.8 in the commissioning 
of Isaiah himself). Further, the task is outlined in terms of verbs of speaking (“to 
bring good news ...to  proclaim ...to proclaim ...to comfort” 127), which again point 
in the direction of prophecy. These terms are not used to describe the work of 
the servant in the servant passages as usually designated, but there are enough 
similarities to 42.1-4 and 49.1-6 to make it plausible to see a servant figure as the 
speaker, so that eh.61 can be thought of as an additional servant text. Spirit
125 Variations on a Theme, 175.
126 There is one infinitive of purpose dependent on “anointed”, DmU but “sent”
has six (by the end of v.3), which makes the notion of sending especially prominent.
127 The command to “comfort” in 40.1 (1D113 1DPI3) is followed up by the command: 
“Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry (lXlp) to her” (40.2), so the meaning is to speak a
message of comfort. Westermann, Isaiah 40-66, 366: “All he has to do is speak”.
128 Variations on a Theme, 180,183,188; all three verbs occur in the prologue (40.1-11); 
Oswalt, Isaiah 40-66, 563. The Targum at 61.1 has: “The prophet said, ‘The spirit of 
prophecy from ...’ (J.F. Stenning, The Targum o f Isaiah [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1949] 
202; PIK'D] m i  IftX). On the insertion of “The prophet said” at various parts of 
the Targum, see B. Chilton, The Glory o f Israel: The Theology and Provenience o f the 
Isaiah Targum (JSOTSS 23; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1983) 52-56.
129 Schultz, “The King in the Book of Isaiah,” 144 n.7; Westermann, Isaiah 40-66, 365; cf. 
Beuken, “Servant and Herald of Good Tidings,” 440, who sees here the offspring(s) of the
servant, with the passage interested in the succession of the servanthood.
130 Haag, Gottesknecht, 6 and n.3 the same page, where he lists different scholars.
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endowment and anointing can be connected to a kingly role as well,111 however, as 
we have seen, the role described is in the prophetic sphere.
3.2.2 God as King
Noting the failure to mention the righteous shoot in 65.25 (cf. 11.6-9), Seitz 
rightly points out that nothing is explicitly said of a new conception of kingship 
rendering Davidic conceptions obsolete: “Even making allowance for the powerful 
way in which God himself has crowded out all forms of earthly rule in these final 
chapters, can we with confidence know that such forceful expression of divine 
sovereignty is a rejection, in and of itself, of earlier language in Isaiah regarding the 
righteous king, equally forceful in tone: ‘he will smite the earth with the rod of his 
mouth and with the breath of his lips slay the wicked’ (11:4)?” 132
65.25 completes the description of the new cosmos (65.17-25). Van Ruiten 
argues that 65.25 is embedded very well in the literary context of ch.65,1”  going on 
to explore in some detail the intertextual relationship between 65.25 and 11.6-9.134 
The majority of commentators assume that 65.25 is a summarising quotation of 
11.6-9, yet it is placed in a different literary context, with 11.6-9 bearing some 
relationship to the prediction of the ideal Davidic rule (11.1-5). This connection is 
absent in 65.25, where “my holy mountain” clearly refers to YHWH’s mountain,
followed as it is by m iT  HEN , and preceded by the whole first person speech of
131 See the argument of Oswalt, Isaiah 40-66, 564-565; Smart notes the use of “anointed” 
at 45.1 in connection with the kingly task of ruling, but decides that in 61.1 it is an
anointing with the Spirit that equips the servant for prophetic tasks.
132 “Royal Promises,” 167. Schultz ‘excuses’ the non-mention of a human king with a 
similar comment, though he extends YHWH’s dominant role to include the whole book 
(“The King in the Book of Isaiah,” 161).
133 “Isaiah 65,25 and Isaiah 11,6-9,” 31-32.
134 “Isaiah 65,25 and Isaiah 11,6-9,” 34 n.l 1; cf. W. Lau, Schriftgelehrte Prophetie in Jes 
56-66: Eine Untersuchung zu den literarischen Bezügen in den letzen elf Kapiteln des 
Jesajabuches (BZAW 225; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1994) 134-142; O.H. Steck, “‘...ein 
kleiner Knabe kann sie leiten’: Beobachtungen zum Tierfrieden in Jesaja 11,6-8 und 
65,25,” in Alttestamentlicher Glaube und biblische Theologie (Festschrift H.D. Preuß; eds. 
J. Hausmann and H.-J. Zobel; Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1992) 104-113.
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65.17- 25. In 11.4 the righteous ruler will judge the poor and meek with equity and 
slay the wicked, however in 65.11-16 (immediately preceding 65.17-25) God will 
separate his servants and the wicked. Van Ruiten does not note the different 
agency, but only the thematic connection (cf. 65.15 “The Lord YHWH will slay 
you"). The passage is non-polemical, but the omission of a Davidic ruler cannot be 
viewed as accidental, let alone can we presume to say that what has been omitted is 
assumed. Sommer notes allusion to Isaiah 11 in numerous passages (42.1-9; 49.22;
60.17- 61.1; 62.10; 65.25) and that any reference to an enduring Davidic line is 
consistently omitted, so that the Isaianic author often, in Sommer’s terms, 
“repredicts" ch. 11, but without adopting its stress on things Davidic, implying 
that the promises earlier vouchsafed to the Davidic line now apply to the people as 
a whole. What appears the consistent failure to take up this prominent feature of 
ch .ll cannot be viewed as accidental, and this disallows Seitz’s unwillingness to 
see that Davidic kingship has ‘dropped from sight’ and taken on a startlingly new 
form. In these ways, chs.56-66 confirm the trends already observed in chs.40-55: 
presenting God as King and Davidic kingship in a democratised form.
3.3 Conclusion
We have completed our thematic analysis of the book of Isaiah with regard 
to kingship. The traditional critical divisions of the book that unitary readings have 
begun to bridge over, as Seitz points out, have not yet really been overcome. As 
noted by Seitz, even interpreters interested in the unity of Isaiah tend to maintain 
a fundamental distinction between “the lively royal hopes” in the earlier chapters 
(9.5,6; 11.1,2) and their “modification” in chs.40ff. Because of this, and in the
135 “Allusions and Illusions,” 174,175. Sweeney would understand the anointed of 61.Iff 
as a reuse of 11.1-16 (“Reconceptualization,” 43); cf. p.49, where Sweeney notes that 
ch.l 1 plays a particularly prominent role in chs.56ff. He sees a reappearance of ch.l 1 in 
56.8; 59.21-22; 60.21; 61.1-4; 62.10-12; 65.25 (p.55). 
lj6 “Allusions and Illusions,” 175 n.38.
137 “Royal Promises,” 152.
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interests of Isaianic unity, Seitz questions whether chs.40ff do represent a 
modification, or even a rejection of the Davidic hopes of earlier chapters. The 
common view, outlined, but then rejected by Seitz, is that the ‘Messiah’ (“anointed 
one”) of chs.40ff is Persian King Cyrus (44.28; 45.1), with royal hopes thus being 
totally reconfigured due to the exile to Babylon. There is a new (type of) king “for 
a new and changed dispensation", the experienced loss of statehood in the post- 
exilic period. Further, 55.3 foresees the ‘démocratisation’ of the Davidic covenant, 
applying Davidic promises to the entire people. The final vision given by the book 
of Isaiah is of divine rule (66.1, “Heaven is my throne etc.”), with the pilgrimage of 
the nations “to my [God’s] holy mountain” (66.20; cf. 2.1-4; 4.2-6). For Seitz, this 
appears to set up rival views of kingship within the book of Isaiah, that is still being 
interpreted in a linear way, according to the legacy of the Three Isaiahs model.1’9 
Seitz would appear to be correct in his evaluation.
The solution for Seitz lies in an emphasis on God’s kingship over creation. 
He (critical of Westermann) wants to avoid seeing these two views of kingship, that 
of YHWH and that of David, “as rival or even clearly separable matters..., it is 
misleading with Westermann and others to set up rival views of kingship, one 
focused on David, but now otiose, and one focused on the people as recipients of 
promises taken from David and given to them instead. To create a rivalry is to 
ignore the context in which assertions about kingship -  the kingship of David, of 
God, or even of the people in their relationship to the nations -  are being made, 
toward quite specific ends.” 140 Seitz’s solution amounts to the downplaying of any
Seitz, “Royal Promises,” 153.
139 Cf. Williamson (“Messianic Texts,” 241), who uses the fact that texts counted as 
“certainly non-Isaianic portions” show no interest in Davidic monarchy, thinking not only 
of chs.40-66 but also of chs.24-27 and 33, to argue that those passages which “deal in a 
substantial manner with the issue of the Davidic monarchy and its future” (chs.7,9,11) 
must therefore be pre-exilic. Williamson insists on thinking in terms of the ideological 
development of the Isaianic tradition, so that later contributions to that tradition become a 
“radically different turn”.
140 “Royal Promises,” 163 (suspension points mine).
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differences, and especially a denial of the transfer of Davidic promises away from 
the royal house to the people as a whole.
Sweeney thinks in terms of “a fundamental hermeneutical shift” taking place 
in the book:141 the ideal king in the earlier chapters is a Davidic monarch, later in 
chs.40-55 Cyrus, and in chs.56-66 YHWH. The determiner of the changes in 
conception, according to Sweeney, is the “historical realities” presupposed in each 
part. Sweeney candidly admits “the book as a whole does not present itself as the 
product of three successive ‘historical prophets’ or literary stages, but as the 
message of a single and consistent whole”, and the present thesis aims to explore 
this and views chs.36-39 as crucial in showing how the presentation of YHWH as 
world monarch at the book’s close is “the natural outcome” 142 of the expectations 
articulated early in the book.
The result of our survey is that we have begun to dispute that any kind of 
simple distinction can be drawn between earlier and later chapters within this one 
book, when the book is studied in its ‘final form’. In Isaiah 1 there is an initial 
exploration of Isaianic themes which orientates the reader to what follows. Within 
that introduction, 1.26 anticipates a return to earlier theocratic models rather than 
the maintenance or restoration of Davidic kingship.
The vision of the endtime (2.1-4; 4.2-6), with “the house of YHWH” as the 
world centre, appears to leave no room for human kingship in any form; anyway, it 
is not a noted feature of the endtime, so that an emphasis on the kingship of God is 
not peculiar to chs.40ff. The judgment invoked on Jerusalem’s leadership (ch.3) 
refers to other leaders, but not to a king. We have argued for a deliberate non­
mention of human kingship. No messianic figure is found in 4.2-6.
Three chapters, often viewed as messianic (chs.7,9,11), are prefaced by the 
ch.6 temple vision and commissioning of Isaiah with its marked emphasis on the
“Reconceptualization,” 58; cf. p.59.
142 Sweeney’s expression (“Reconceptualization,” 58).
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kingship of God (6.1,5b), which puts the reign (and death) of any human king in 
perspective, and relativises its significance. This gives a ‘new context’ to what are 
generally viewed as classic messianic passages. Even within those passages (8.23- 
9.6; 11.1-10), the emphasis is placed on the activity and achievement of YHWH, 
though they do predict the coming of a Davidic ruler. In ch.7 it is not said, in so 
many words, that the Davidic dynasty has no future, though that chapter is highly 
critical of the “house of David” embodied in the person of Ahaz.
Within chs. 13-35 two passages each refer to human (16.5; 32.1) and divine 
kingship (24.23; 33.17,22). The king figure of 32.1 is not said to be a Davidide. 
The non-mention of kings, and especially of Hezekiah within chs.28-33 when the 
prophet criticises involvement in, and toleration of, foreign alliances (30.1-5; 31.1- 
3), makes it difficult to evaluate Hezekiah’s involvement in this foreign policy.
Cyrus’ role as “anointed” is largely functional, and has (as Seitz expresses it) 
“no afterlife”.14 ’ Nothing in chs.40ff that can be interpreted as polemical or critical 
of the Davidic kings -  it is another case of the non-mention of the Davidic kings 
within an extended section of the book, and no different (in principle) from chs.28- 
33, yet the fact remains that (excluding chs.36-39) nothing is said about Davidic 
kings after 16.5. The focus in chs.40ff is on divine kingship, with several texts 
regarding human kingship within Israel as the vocation of the community.
What is to be made of the silence in chs.40ff with regard to a Davidic ruler? 
What has become of expectations expressed in chs.9 and 11? If such prophecies 
have ‘lapsed’, what does this mean for the attempt to read Isaiah as a unity, in both 
literary and theological terms?144 Our survey of kingship in the book has made the 
following contributions: (1) emphasised more than is commonly done the stress on 
divine kingship throughout the book; (2) seen in 1.26 a significant statement of the 
‘final view’ of the book of Isaiah, namely that Davidic kingship has ‘no future’; (3)
143 “Royal Promises,” 154.
144 Cf. Seitz, “Royal Promises,” 165,166,167.
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insisted that 55.3 does speak of a democratisation of Davidic kingship, and that this 
means, in context, that kingship has been taken away from the Davidic house; (4) 
noted that nothing in chs.40ff is said by way of polemic against the Davidic dynasty 
nor is anything offered by way of apology or explanation for the radical 
reconfiguration of Davidic hopes.
Our survey and analysis has offered a nuanced presentation of the theme of 
kingship, human and divine, in earlier and later chapters of Isaiah. It must be said, 
however, that, having (artificially) quarantined Isaiah 36-39, tensions do inevitably 
remain. The four narrative chapters can no longer be ignored, as they largely have 
been up to now in scholarly discussions of kingship within Isaiah. The aim of the 
following three chapters in this thesis is to demonstrate that Isaiah 36-39 effect the 
required ‘transition’ between earlier and later views of kingship.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
ISAIAH CHAPTERS 36-37
A wider exploration of the theme of kingship as a possible unifying theme 
within the book (chs.2 and 3) revealed that tensions remain. We now proceed to 
examine Isaiah 36-39, the subject of this and the following two chapters, to see 
whether they might minimise the tensions and help secure the thematic unity of the 
book of Isaiah. We will confine our comments to features of chs.36-37 that bear on 
our chosen theme of kingship.
To date the closest to a literary study of Isaiah 36-39 is the brief article of 
Danna Nolan Fewell on 2 Kgs 18.13-19.37, being equivalent (with pluses and 
minuses) to Isaiah 36 and 37,1 and the unpublished dissertation of John H. Hull on 
the parallel chapters in Kings.2 Fewell focuses on the final form of the text, 
asserting at the beginning of her study “that this text in its final form has been 
carefully and artistically constructed to communicate meanings beyond those of the 
separate units that have been form-critically demarcated”. Her study goes on to 
demonstrate that these meanings can be explored productively with the aid of 
literary critical tools. The success of the exercise would seem to call into question 
the validity of source-critical divisions. It is my hope to demonstrate this for the 
whole of Isaiah 36-39.
It is now almost a scholarly commonplace to view Isaiah 36-39 as a major 
transition or ‘bridge’ (Briicke) within the book, usually understood as bridging
1 “Sennacherib’s Defeat: Words at War in 2 Kings 18.13-19.37,” JSOT 34 (1986) 79-90. 
Seitz {Isaiah 1-39, 242-244) gives a summary of past treatments of chs.36-39: “In sum, an 
interpretation of the Isaiah traditions on their own terms -  not simply as a task derivative 
of historical questions more properly handled in the context of II Kings 18:13-19:37 -
need no longer appear idiosyncratic or requiring lengthy justification” (p.244).2 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner.
J “Sennacherib’s Defeat,” 79.
Assyrian and Babylonian eras,4 but a thorough analysis of this ‘bridging’ function, 
as well as a determination of how Isaiah 36-39 may ‘bridge’ earlier and later views 
of kingship within the book, requires a detailed literary treatment of the chapters.
4.1 Overall Analysis of Isaiah 36-39
Isaiah 36-39 is an identifiable narrative block within the larger structure of 
the book, distinguishable both by its narrative form and by its concern with events 
set in the reign of Hezekiah.5 It is preceded and followed by poetry,6 which lacks 
specific reference to historical persons and events. Thematic concerns and formal 
indicators combine to demonstrate that chs.36-39 encompass three major narrative 
episodes, each prefaced by a temporal formula (36.1; 38.1; 39.1). These temporal 
formulae have the effect of both connecting and differentiating the episodes. Thus 
chs.36-37 begin with the temporal formula: “In the fourteenth year of King 
Hezekiah" (36.1a) and narrate the threat of Sennacherib against Jerusalem and his 
final defeat and death. Ch.38 begins with the formula: “In those days’’ (38.1aa) and 
narrates how “Hezekiah became sick to death" but was subsequently promised a 
fifteen year reprieve. Ch.39 begins with the formula: “At that time’’ (39.1aa) and 
narrates how “Merodach-baladan the son of Baladan, king of Babylon, sent letters 
and a present to Hezekiah" and tells of the prediction of doom arising out of that 
visit. Each narrative begins by giving antecedent information in the form of a 
subordinate temporal clause using the preposition 2 , followed by a third person
4 E.g., Arie van der Kooij, Die alten Textzeugen des Jesajabuches: Ein Beitrag zur 
Text ge schichte des Alten Testaments (OBO 35; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1981) 17-18.
5 Cf. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 454. For what follows in this paragraph I acknowledge my 
dependence on Sweeney, even as I further develop his observations.
6 We will not enter the debate as to whether the prose/poetry distinction is valid or not. 
James L. Kugel argues that the distinction is best understood as involving different points 
on a continuum, preferring to speak of the relative concentration of heightening factors 
(see The Idea o f Biblical Poetry: Parallelism and its History [New Haven and London: 
Yale University, 1981] esp. ch.2).
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masculine singular verb in the perfect (qatal), which in turn is followed by the 
subject, the proper name of a king:
m r a o  r b v  n r p r n  rue; m toi? s a i x a  t h  36.1
irrprn nbn onn D’a’a 38.1 
pi6a p-no rbw xinn run 39.1
The non-specific temporal formulae in 38.1 and 39.1, following as they do 
the fuller and more specific formula of 36.1, in effect date all the events relative to 
the reign of Hezekiah. In each case it is the name of a king that is the subject of the 
verb, making kings, either foreign or Judean, the subject within the background 
main clause supplying the circumstance which introduces the main narrative.7 
Though in one instance only is Hezekiah the king who is the subject of the verb 
(38.1), in the first case, where he is not the subject, he is immediately implicated in 
that it is his kingdom that is being attacked (his name being part of the temporal 
formula), and, in the third instance, where again he is not the subject (39.1), he is 
immediately implicated seeing that the letters and present are sent (n^ttf) to him 
C irpprrr^K ). Hezekiah’s name features in the ‘background information’ supplied 
by all three opening verses. The “foreground” or “mainline” narratives (Niccacci’s 
terminology) each time begin with converted imperfect (wayyiqtol) verbal clauses: 
DtoSIVI (36.1), NlUn (38.1), and nftEH (39.2), and the Assyrian king is the 
subject of one verb (36.1), Hezekiah is the subject of another (39.2), and Hezekiah 
is implicated in all three, for it is “all the fortified cities of Judah”, Hezekiah’s
kingdom, that are taken (36.1) and the prophet Isaiah comes to Hezekiah (V^N) in 
38.1.
7 See Alviero Niccacci, The Syntax o f the Verb in Classical Hebrew Prose (tr. W.G.E. 
Watson; JSOTSS 86; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990) 151-162; idem, “Analysis of Biblical 
Narrative,” in Biblical Hebrew and Discourse Linguistics (ed. Robert D. Bergen; Summer 
Institute of Linguistics, 1994) 175-197.
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Corning to chs.36 and 37, the plot has a clear beginning and end, the attack 
of Sennacherib and his threat against Jerusalem serving as an appropriate starting 
point and the death of the blaspheming Sennacherib an appropriate finishing point 
(37.37-38), which, with the decimation of the army, signals the end of the threat to 
Jerusalem and its king. This, however, proves to be the end of only the first of 
three units within a larger narrative structure. We may not feel that the story we are 
reading is unfinished or incomplete, but we discover that there is more to be said. 
The death of a king and his replacement by his son as successor, in this case 
Sennacherib being replaced by Esar-haddon, is a classic way for a narrative to end 
(cf. the accounts of various kings within Kings, e.g. 2 Kgs 15.38; 16.20; 20.21 [the 
last of which has no equivalent in Isaiah 39]). Closure is achieved, but not 
complete closure, for the narrator has more to tell the reader about events “in those 
days’* (38.1) and “at that time” (39.1). The first aspect of the text Fewell discusses 
is that of narrative technique, and this thesis interacts with Fewell’s study, except 
that it uses as its base text Isaiah 36-37. In these chapters, as is often the case in 
biblical narrative, scene predominates over summary, and we have a series of long 
scenes (36.2-37.7; 37.9b-35) preceded, joined and concluded by brief summaries 
(36.1; 37.8-9a,36-38). The scenes consist largely of speeches by kings (through 
representatives) and the summaries of descriptions of what was done by and to 
kings.
4.2 The Invasion (36.1)
A summary passage begins the story in 36.1 by setting up the crisis, namely 
Sennacherib’s capture of Judah. This is a credible start to a narrative, despite the 
fact that the 2 Kings account has more (cf. 2 Kgs 18.14-16), though the ‘more’ is
g
Fewell acknowledges her debt to S. Bar-Efrat, “Some Observations on the Analysis of 
Structure in Biblical Narrative,” VT X X X  (1980) 154-173; see pp.158-161 for “The level 
of narrative technique”. The main distinction is between summaries of events and scenic 
presentation (including dialogue).
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often seem as a logical problem.9 The present narrative is similar to Daniel 1.1 (“In 
the third year of the reign of Jehoiakim king of Judah, Nebuchadnezzar king of 
Babylon came to Jerusalem and besieged it”). No motivation for the invasion or 
provocation is mentioned in the Isaiah text (not having the material of 2 Kgs 18.14-
lb; esp. v.14, “I have done wrong” [TlNDn]), but neither is any motivation or 
provocation mentioned in Daniel.
With a seemingly unprovoked attack, no reason being stated,10 the event is 
made open to interpretation. The invasion is not said to be a judgment of God, nor 
is it said that God had any involvement, one way or the other, however, being a 
biblical narrative God’s superintendence is assumed (by the reader accustomed to 
biblical literature). No interpretation being explicit, the reader through the reading 
process must work out the possible reason(s). This opens the reader to consider the 
interpretation which Rabshakeh will give in his first speech (36.10). The Assyrian 
king has his reasons; Hezekiah probably sees it another way. Given God’s overall 
superintendence, he may have ‘higher’ reasons (see 37.26,27), but none of this is 
stated in the verse.
The narrative begins without accounts of foreign alliances, rebellion against 
Assyria, or the paying of tribute.11 The reader arrives at 36.1, however, cognisant
9 nThe usual explanations of the lack of an equivalent of 2 Kgs 18.14-16 are either motive 
(e.g. Wildberger, Jesaja 3, 1373), or scribal error (e.g. Childs, Isaiah and the Assyrian 
Crisis [SBT 37; London: SCM, 1962] 69 n.l, haplography caused by the recurrence of the 
identical verb [r6 ah ] at the beginning of vv.14 and 17). On the more ‘logical’ 
arrangement of the Isaiah version over that in Kings, see Seitz, Zion’s Final Destiny, 51- 
55; Person, Recensions, 54,55,79 (see p.77 n.9, for a listing of scholars who argue that 
18.14-16 is secondary). The logic of the Isaiah narrative is clear: Sennacherib captures the 
cities of Judah (v.l) and then turns his attention to the capital Jerusalem (v.2).
10 Cf. K.P. Darr, “No Strength to Deliver: A Contextual Analysis of Hezekiah’s Proverb in 
Isaiah 37.3b,” in New Visions o f Isaiah (eds. Roy F. Melugin and Marvin A. Sweeney; 
JSOTSS 214; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996) 220 n.3: “Sennacherib’s reasons 
for attacking the cities of Judah are not mentioned in the abrupt opening verses of this 
Isaianic prose account.”
11 Noted by Darr, “No Strength to Deliver,” 234.
1 Tof the contents of chs.1-35. In the wider context, the attack must be read against 
all the anticipations of Assyrian aggression (and destruction).13 This is the long- 
awaited invasion by Assyria (in the context of the prophecies of Isaiah14). 36.1 
parallels the attack in the days of Ahaz (7.1). Given the failure of the earlier attack 
(“but they could not conquer it”), which is the closest precedent for present events, 
and the prophecies of Assyrian aggression and defeat (for the latter, e.g., 10.12), it 
is the (possibly) quite different understandings of the two kings, Sennacherib and 
Hezekiah, o f the Assyrian’s initial successes that are thereby highlighted.
Sennacherib “came up” (Ti^V) against the cities of Judah (36.1). The verb is 
reused (twice) in 36.10, where the mouthpiece of Sennacherib asks the rhetorical 
question: “Moreover, is it without YHWH that I have come up (*,n*’^ i7) against this 
land to destroy it?” Rabshakeh answers his own question (though the answer is 
obvious in the question itself): “YHWH said to me, Go up (H^JJ) against this land 
and destroy it.” The terminological link to 36.1 confirms that this verse is the 
Assyrian’s filling of the ‘gap’ noted by the reader in v .l. Moreover, the structuring 
of the clause in 36.10b is similar to 36.1, with a longer clause followed by a one 
word clause (nnTIttfm). Is the reader meant to accept this way of filling the gap? 
If we underread v.l and are not aware of the gap, we are alerted to it in v.10. If we 
have not already begun to seek reasons where no reasons are given, the offering of 
reasons alerts us that reasons are to be sought (and sifted). Given the sweeping 
success described in v. 1, “Rabshakeh has a right to boast as he does -  or so it would
12 See Darr, “No Strength to Deliver,” 233-335 for a presentation of the usual scholarly 
reconstruction of the situation using sources external to Isaiah, and pp.235-237 for her 
critique of Seitz, who refuses to interpret Isaiah 36-37 in the light of a critically- 
reconstructed Judean rebellion bolstered by Egyptian promises of military assistance.
13 E.g. 7.18-20; 10.5-34; 14.24-27; 29.1-8; 30.27-33 and 31.4-9. These texts are ‘remote’, 
though in the same book, for there is nothing in v.l, which specifically alludes to them. 
See Laato, A Star is Rising, 118-122; Conrad, “Royal Narratives,” 72.
14 Motyer, The Prophecies o f Isaiah, 276: “But up to now all was still prediction.”
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seem.’’15 Thus the (initial) success contributes to the clash of perspectives. 
Rabshakeh's (implied) interpretation of the success in 36.1 is that it is a judgment 
on Hezekiah for removing YHWH’s high places and altars (cf. 36.7,10). God’s 
reply through Isaiah (cf. 37.26; noting the Dv“)i? linkage to v .l) implicitly
acknowledges that Sennacherib’s attack against the “fortified cities” of Judah has 
been divinely orchestrated, and serves to confirm the claim of Rabshakeh (36.10), 
at least in part, though it neither states that it is a punishment for any sin on the part 
of Hezekiah, nor does it justify the further implication,16 that Sennacherib is to 
destroy “this land” (36.10), indeed YHWH finally makes it clear that Sennacherib 
will not enter “this city” (37.33-35). This passage explores how different kings 
understand the events in which they are involved.
Ackroyd in a number of his studies has shown a particular interest in the 
“presentation” of Hezekiah (as he calls it), and the form of the text as we have it in 
Isaiah, in comparison with and in contrast to the Kings textform, has been a major 
influence on Ackroyd’s understanding of the narrative in front of us. He notes that 
the account of the Assyrian attack in Isaiah 36 lacks any reference to the material in 
2 Kgs 18.14-16: the text begins in 36.1, with a verse corresponding to 2 Kgs 18.13, 
but then proceeds directly to the Assyrian threats of 18.17ff (//Isa 36.2ff).17 
Working on the assumption that the Isaianic text represents a later modification of 
what we find in Kings, Ackroyd surmises that the effect of this omission is 
“immediately to modify the picture of Hezekiah from a rebel and a political 
contriver -  implicit in the 2 Kings text -  to that of a king of absolute faith and trust
1 o
when confronted by the Assyrian onslaught.” Ackroyd in all his studies thinks in
15 Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 245.
16 So Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 440,441.
17
See his discussion in “The Death of Hezekiah,” 220. Ackroyd expresses the opinion 
that “the omission of 2 Ki 18,13-16 is easy to understand” (given its critical portrait of
Hezekiah).
18 Ibid. For Ackroyd, this provides a marked contrast with the portrayal of Ahaz in Isaiah 
7, with its presentation of Ahaz as a king who lacks faith.
terms of a scale toward idealisation.19 His understanding of the relation between 
Kings and Isaiah, causes him to view Hezekiah as having moved up the scale (in 
comparison to his portrait in Kings) “toward the idealisation to be found in 2 Chr 
29-32, in Sir 48 and beyond’’. This colours Ackroyd’s approach to the Isaiah text. 
Just taking the text as we have it before us in Isaiah, we are not yet in a position to 
gauge the godliness or otherwise of Hezekiah, or to know whether such categories 
fit the narrative that we have only just begun to read.
In 36.1 there are two verbal clauses, one long and one short, just one word 
(D 0 S m ), making Sennacherib’s military success sudden, complete and decisive. 
It is the way of summaries to accelerate the passage of time, but this is an extreme 
case, with a whole military campaign presented as if it occurs instantaneously and
compressed into a single word (D $ S m ) .20 Sennacherib takes “all the fortified 
cities of Judah”, doing so apparently effortlessly, and this makes things look bad 
for Jerusalem, which next takes Sennacherib’s attention. Jerusalem is doomed, or 
so Sennacherib thinks (if the arrogant confidence of Rabshakeh’s speech reflects 
the attitude of his royal master, which it presumably does). This shapes readers’ 
expectations and creates and heightens tension. Jerusalem’s capture or surrender 
would seem to be a foregone conclusion.
The dating (v.la) is in terms of the lesser king Hezekiah’s reign, not that of 
Sennacherib, and shows the viewpoint of the narrator. This is the first indicator, to 
be confirmed by the ensuing narrative, that the central character in this narrative is
19 E.g., “Isaiah 36-39,” 20, with its talk of “the growth of the idealisation of Hezekiah”.
20 Fewell, “Sennacherib’s Defeat,” 80; cf. John Mauchline, Isaiah 1-39 (Torch Bible 
Commentaries; London: SCM, 1962) 229: “36.1 tells very summarily of the capture by the 
Assyrians of the walled cities of Judah.”
21 Yet what of Lachish and Libnah (37.8)7 So is “all” here, ‘as good as all’?
22 In 2 Kings, the fate of Samaria serves the same purpose (2 Kgs 18.9-12), strengthening 
the likelihood that Jerusalem will share the same fate.
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Hezekiah. The narrative as initially presented, is the clash between two (human) 
kings, with Hezekiah and Sennacherib the only named characters at this stage, and 
their kingly status is the only designation made concerning them.
To summarise then, enough has been said to justify the claim that the theme 
of kingship will be an important one within chs.36 and 37. The only designations 
made for Hezekiah and Sennacherib (“king” and “king of Assyria” respectively) 
highlight their (competing) royal status. It is as kings that they clash, the one king 
threatening the other. One king, Sennacherib, appears stronger than the other, but 
the dating is in terms of a regnal year of the lesser king, Hezekiah. It is anticipated 
that Sennacherib and Hezekiah will differ in their understanding of Assyrian initial 
military successes.
4.3 Scenic Presentation: Hezekiah Threatened (36.2-37.7)24
Chs.36-37 are one story, with distinct scenes and stages. With regard to 
the kind of pattern of development shown in the plot of the chapters the following 
can be stated by way of anticipation: there is the immediate imposition of the crisis, 
the clash of king against king, with a deepening of the crisis until the turning point 
at 37.8,9a. Tension only increases through the two speeches of Rabshakeh (36.4- 
10,13-20). There is no relaxation of tension in the speech of Hezekiah (37.3,4), 
since he only gives expression to the seriousness of the situation. There is a partial 
relaxation of tension in the oracle of Isaiah (37.5-7) and the shifts noted in 37.8,9a, 
and this is a turning point in the plot, but not yet a complete resolution.
23
23 Cf. Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 265: “By definition the central character in this 
narrative is Hezekiah.”
24 37.8,9a constitute a transition (summary fashion) to, and narrative setting for, a second 
mission of Sennacherib (see Burke O. Long, 2 Kings [FOTL X; eds. Rolf P. Knierim and 
Gene M. Tucker; Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1991] 210), so that the first scenic 
presentation can be considered as concluding with Isaiah’s prophecy at 37.7.
5 Miscall, Isaiah, 88.
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“When all or some of the characters change a new scene starts”, and using 
this criterion, we may divide the narrative up to and including 37.7 into three 
scenes: vv.2-22, the three Judean representatives with Rabshakeh; 37.1-4, the same 
officials (with adjustments) sent by King Hezekiah; and 37.5-7, the same officials 
with Isaiah. The representatives of Hezekiah provide the links between the three 
scenes, but each scene is largely made up of a speech other than their own, and 
theirs is largely a functional role: to tell Hezekiah what Rabshakeh said (36.22); to 
tell Isaiah the message sent by Hezekiah (37.2), and to tell Hezekiah what is said by 
Isaiah (37.6). In that sense it is Hezekiah’s ‘presence’ that pervades, even though 
he is only physically present in the second of the three scenes. The same sequence 
is found, but without any intermediaries, in 37.9bff. These scenes are even more 
minimal when it comes to action, consisting almost entirely of three speeches 
(prayer/oracle):28 messengers come to Hezekiah (37.9b-13); Hezekiah’s prayer in 
the house of YHWH having received the letter from the hand of the messengers 
(37.14-20); the oracle Isaiah sent directly to Hezekiah (37.2Iff; unlike “say to your 
master’ [37.6a]). It is even clearer that Hezekiah is the link between these scenes. 
In this way, Hezekiah is more immediately present in the second half, even though 
not featured after 37.20. The parallelism between the two halves of the narrative 
(36.1-37.9a // 37.9b-38) is important, but so also are the differences between the 
parallels (with changes of emphasis that will be essential to analyse), showing that 
37.8,9a is an important turning point. Each scene is described, then, in relation to 
Hezekiah, and all this serves to show that Hezekiah is no minor character. It is, 
then, kings, human and divine (but usually through their representatives), who do 
most of the speaking in chs.36-37. Each of the scenes which make up the chapters 
is brought into relation with Hezekiah, so that this particular king is particularly
26 Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 96.
27 More will be said below on their representational role, both by way of justification and 
exposition.
26
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highlighted.29 Hezekiah is the central character, even though not the strongest, or 
the one who speaks most. All the speeches are either spoken to or by him (or his 
representatives) or about him.J°
4.3.1 The Unity of Chapters 36 and 37
Since the work of Bernhard Stade1' it has become customary to treat the 
narrative concerning Sennacherib’s siege of Jerusalem as a composite text, Stade 
dividing it into two sources: A (18.14-16) and B (18.13,17-19.37) and arguing for a 
basic division of 2 Kgs 18.13,17-19.37 into two hypothetical accounts (Berichte) Bi 
and B2 (2 Kgs 18.13,17-19.9a [down to 3EH] and 19.9b-37 [from n‘?Bh]). Childs 
revised and further refined Stade’s hypothesis (2 Kgs 18.17-19.9a,36-37 and 19.9b- 
35 [starting from ntST')]),33 and this has met with general assent until
recently, and more recent contributions have been at best minor adjustments to his 
scheme.34 Despite a general scholarly consensus with regard to this source
28 Fewell notes the disproportionate use of character speech in the telling of the story 
(hence the subtitle of her article: “Words at War in 2 Kings 18.13-19.37”).
2) Hull comes to a similar conclusion through examining of the note of ‘sending’ (r6 e h )
as demarcating scenes, beginning at 36.2 {Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 416ff).
30 Cf. Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 435: “All messages and prayers are ultimately 
sent by or directed toward Hezekiah.” This is an important conclusion from Hull’s close 
study of the message sending motif in this narrative for the present thesis.
31 “Miscellen. 16. Anmerkungen zu 2 Ko. 15-21,” ZAW6 (1886) 156-192, esp. 172-186.
32 See Francolino J. Gonçalves, L ’expédition de Sennachérib en Palestine dans la 
littérature hébraïque ancienne (Etudes Biblique n.s. 7; Paris: Gabalda, 1986) 351-354 for 
a discussion of the early debate; also L.L. Honor, Sennacherib’s Invasion o f Palestine: A 
Critical Source Study (Contributions to Oriental History and Philology 12; New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1926; reprinted New York: AMS Press, 1966) 45-48. A brief 
overview is given by Childs, Assyrian Crisis, 73-76, and Smelik, “Distortion,” 70ff. For 
recent discussion, see Seitz, Zion’s Final Destiny, 47-118, as well as J. Vermeylen, 
“Hypothèses sur l’origine d’Isaïe 36-39,” in Studies in the Book o f Isaiah: Festschrift 
Willem A.M. Beuken (eds. J. van Ruiten and M. Vervenne; BETL 132; Leuven: Leuven 
University Press/Peeters, 1997) 95-118.
33 Assyrian Crisis, 73-103 (and Excursus II [pp.137-140]).
34 E.g. Gonçalves, L ’expédition, 373-376, 445-455; A. Laato, “Hezekiah and the Assyrian 
Crisis in 701 B.C.,” SJOT 2 (1987) 49ff, who wants to put his “factor X” (37.36) between 
36.1-37.7 and 37.8,37-38; Provan, Hezekiah and the Book o f Kings: A Contribution to the
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division, various studies of a literary character have pointed to the compositional 
unity of the narrative, especially the studies of Fewell and Smelik. Fewell, without 
specifically disputing the arguments of Stade, shows that the connected narrative 
makes good narrative sense and that the two critically demarcated sources are not 
simply parallel but represent a progression.'1' The division of the narrative into two 
segments is not to be viewed as merely variant reports of the same event, for a 
development can be demonstrated between one segment and the other, and what is 
more (the point relevant to the present thesis), the change is particularly embodied 
in the person of Hezekiah. It is in the actions and words of Hezekiah that the 
development and successiveness of the narrative is most obvious. Smelik pays 
close attention to Stade’s arguments, critiquing his evaluation of the phenomenon 
of repetition in the narrative, and because of this, Smelik’s focus is necessarily on 
the three oracles that predict Sennacherib’s fate (2 Kgs 19.7; 19.28b, 19.33),18 and 
so his otherwise valuable and interesting paper does not give much attention to 
Hezekiah. Smelik argues that the narrative logic is disturbed by Stade’s source-
Debate about the Composition o f the Deuteronomistic History (BZAW 172; Berlin: 
Walter de Gruyter, 1988) 122ff, who assigns the whole of 2 Kgs 19.9 to the B2 account.
35 •So too, briefly, Sweeney {Isaiah 1-39, 476,477), who speaks in terms of a heightening 
of dramatic tension; similarly Long says (2 Kings, 234): “This second episode, however, is 
not just a simpleminded repetition of the first. It extracts a thematic essence from the first, 
Sennacherib’s arrogant posturing, and interprets it in terms of a single theological problem,
blasphemy against Yahweh”.
36 Oswalt expresses this way: “The two segments show a development in Hezekiah’s level 
of commitment to God and an intensification of his determination to commit his fate and 
his city’s to God” {Isaiah 1-39, 631). Fewell’s focus is slightly different; she sees 
Hezekiah as personifying the shift of dominance and power that takes place between 
Sennacherib and YHWH, and the point of shift is around 37.8-9 (“Sennacherib’s Defeat,” 
82,83).
37 “Distortion,” 74-78; see Richard S. Hess, “Hezekiah and Sennacherib in 2 Kings 18- 
20,” in Zion, City o f Our God (eds. Richard S. Hess and Gordon J. Wenham; Grand 
Rapids/Cambridge, U.K.: Eerdmans, 1999) 36-41 summarising recent literary discussions
of repetition as they may apply to the present narrative.
38 Stade, “Anmerkungen,” 174; see Smelik's brief analysis of the oracles in “Distortion,” 
84,85.
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critical dissection. Seitz largely adopts the literary analysis of Smelik, arguing for 
a unified narrative now essentially represented by Isaiah 36-37, and expressing the 
hope that “the larger conception of Isa 36-37 as representing a coherent literary and 
theological unity will not be rejected tout court.”40
4.3.2 The Confrontation (36.2-3)
In v.2 Sennacherib (“the king of Assyria”) and “King Hezekiah” are given 
both their royal titles again (so soon after v.l). The embassy is directed personally 
against Hezekiah from the beginning (v.2, “The king of Assyria sent Rabshakeh 
from Lachish to King Hezekiah at Jerusalem”), and the speech only confirms this 
initial impression (v.4a, “Say to Hezekiah”).41
The two kings meet through their respective representatives, but never in 
person.42 Three Judean officials come out, not their king, so the three are ‘stand- 
ins’ for Hezekiah, their role being that of royal representatives. In the 2 Kings 
account it is three representatives against three (cf. 2 Kgs 18.17), in Isaiah one 
Assyrian against three Judean. The different size of the respective delegations in 
the present account may serve to show Sennacherib’s confidence and/or Hezekiah’s 
feelings of inferiority and insecurity. What we know of two out of the three men 
elsewhere in Isaiah has a bearing on this passage. A comparison with 22.19-25 
shows that the positions of Shebna (who is there specified as “over the house” 
[rPDn_i?J7]) and Eliakim have been reversed, Eliakim having taken over the higher
39
39 Zion’s Final Destiny, 117.
40 Zion’s Final Destiny, 118.
41 2 Kgs 18.18 (the parallel to 36.3) includes the additional words at the beginning of the 
verse, “and they called to the king”
42 Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 471: “a key characteristic of this narrative is that surrogates act 
on behalf of the major actuants: the Rabshakeh and the messengers act on behalf of 
Sennacherib, the Judean officers act on behalf of Hezekiah, and Isaiah acts on behalf of 
YHWH.”
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office.4 ' His being listed first of the three also shows this. Eliakim and Shebna 
“are doomed men (22.15-25) and cast a shadow over the narrative.”44 Already they 
are typecast as ineffectual. The reader cannot expect that they will stand up against 
Rabshakeh, and in their impotence they reflect and represent the powerlessness of 
their royal master.
There may be thematic significance to the three titles given to the Judean 
officials:45 for Eliakim, “who was over the household”, cf. the (royal) house theme 
of ch.38, and the “house (IT’D) of YHWH” (37.1,14); for Shebna “the secretary/ 
scribe” O s o r t) ,46 cf. use of letters (□*’“)SO) as a means of royal communication 
(37.14; 39.1); for Joah “the recorder” (TOT^H), cf. the ‘remember’ prayer of 38.3 
prayed by Hezekiah p2T). In other words, each designation can be said to have 
‘royal’ connections, and shows that they are official representatives of the royal 
court.47 In v.l 1 their designations are not used. In v.22 the official representatives 
return to report to the king who sent them and their full titles are given to them. The 
Assyrian spokesman is named Rabshakeh, and though we know from other sources 
that it is a designation or title, in the present narrative it is treated as a name 
(H p ilP m ) without the definite article (cf. “IDOrt; TDTftn), and so we will, in this 
literary study, refer to him as “Rabshakeh”, rather than as “the Rabshakeh”.
43 Though Arnold B. Ehrlich {Randglossen zur hebräischen Bibel IV [Leipzig: J.C. 
Hinrichs, 1912] 129) interprets it otherwise; see too Seitz’s cautious comments {Zion’s 
Final Destiny, 109-114).
44 Miscall, Isaiah, 89; note also my earlier discussion of 22.15ff in ch.2.
45 Hull is one who sees word plays on the titles of the three Judean officials {Hezekiah -  
Saint and sinner, 270-277), though he fails to note any thematic significance for TDOH 
and TDTftH.
46 See Anthony J. Saldarini, “Scribes” in ABDV,  1012-1016.
47 See T.N.D. Mettinger, Solomonic State Officials (ConB 5; Lund: Gleerup, 1971) for a 
full treatment of the probable origins and functions of these three offices. They were in the 
royal cabinet (2 Sam 8.15-18 uses the “over” idiom, and mentions the “recorder” and 
“secretary”; see too 2 Sam 20.23-26; 1 Kgs 4.2-6).
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By way of summary, the following can be said. In 36.2,3 Hezekiah, and 
Hezekiah as “king” (“to King Hezekiah”), is the object of Assyrian intimidation, 
and the representative role of the three royal officials, who are Hezekiah ‘stand- 
ins’, is brought out. Equally obvious is the weak position of the Judean king before 
the superior kingship of Sennacherib (“the king of Assyria”). The story describes 
the (one-sided) clash of kings, and it is clear that the issue of kingship will be an 
important one, even the dominating one, in the ensuing narrative.
4.3.3 Rabshakeh’s First Speech (36.4-10)
Sennacherib’s sending (n^EH) of Rabshakeh (v.2) prepares for his speech, 
thereby identified as a messenger speech. The messenger formula (v.4a, “Thus says 
the great king, the king of Assyria”, the self-designation of the Assyrian king) 
confirms this and parodies “Thus says YHWH”.48 It shows the foreign king’s god­
like pride, and amounts to a challenge to the superior kingship of YHWH (so the 
biblical reader would understand it).49 The present narrative does not only depict a 
struggle between human kings.
48 Cf. Mauchline, Isaiah 1-39, 230, where he notes that the Assyrian speaks “with words 
of authorization not unlike in form those which the people of Judah had sometimes heard 
from the lips of their prophets”. Rabshakeh plays the role of a false prophet, announcing 
the fate of the city, and sent by a foreign king who would rival God; see Hull, Hezekiah -  
Saint and sinner, 425-428, for an evaluation of chs.36-37 as Prophetic Conflict Narrative; 
and most recently, Dominic Rudman, “Is the Rabshakeh also Among the Prophets? A 
Rhetorical Study of 2 Kings XVIII 17-35,” VT L (2000) 100-110, who notes that the 
speech is “full of prophetisms” (p. 101), with the passage as a whole a “prophetic dual” 
between Rabshakeh and Isaiah (p. 103). In our analysis, however, what is important is that 
this sets YHWH and Sennacherib overagainst each other as rival kings.
Westermann’s statistical study of the messenger formula, X “thus says X”,
where X is not God, suggests that this formula was frequently used with proclamations 
deriving from the king via a messenger: 21 of 28 times; counting parallel texts as one, 14 
of 21 {Basic Forms o f Prophetic Speech [tr. H.C. White; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1967] 
110-115). Brettler {God is King, 102) gives further circumstantial evidence. He would 
insist on the “high, primarily royal register of the phrase” (p. 108). By using *1QX“ rG, 
the prophet is not only reflecting that he serves as God’s messenger, but also (stresses 
Brettler) that the message originates with God as king. See Brettler’s discussion of
b r n n  ■fjnn, God is King, 30-33,69-72.
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As brought out by Fewell,50 the most prominent semantic grouping in 
chs.36-37 has to do with speaking and hearing. There are thirteen speech formulae 
(discounting constructions that indicate quotations). Three such formulae
are “say to” formulae, and all refer to Hezekiah (36.4; 37.6,10). The remaining ten 
can be broadly labelled “thus says” formulae and can be categorised accordingly: 
one calls attention to what King Hezekiah has said (37.3); four call attention to 
what Sennacherib said (36.4,14,16);51 and five call attention to what YHWH has
said (37.6,21,22,33,34; though we can limit it to three that actually say “1QNTD, 
namely 37.6,21,33). The artistic pattern is:52 
36.4,14,16 Sennacherib 
37.3 Hezekiah 
37.6,21,33 YHWH
Fewell makes her own observations concerning the listing, to which the 
following comments can be appended. The formula signals that this is how kings, 
human and divine, speak through appointed messengers, so that the narrative 
(implicitly) presents YHWH as king. The fundamental divine portrait standing
C *5 # #behind this presentation is that of God as king, over-against the Assyrian king, 
Sennacherib. Further, Hezekiah’s use of the above formula, sandwiched between 
its use by Sennacherib and YHWH, highlights Hezekiah’s speech (37.3,4) as 
pivotal in a narrative largely consisting of speeches. This claim will be validated 
below by our analysis of his speech.
50 “Sennacherib’s Defeat,” 83.
51 Leaving aside the slightly different formula at 37.10 (ynQXn HD).
52" After Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 285.
5j See John S. Holladay, “Assyrian Statecraft and the Prophets of Israel,” HTR 63 (1970) 
29-51.
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4.3.3.1 Directed at Hezekiah
Rabshakeh’s speech commissions the Judean officials to act as messengers 
and convey the speech to Hezekiah (“Say to Hezekiah”).54 This mode of address 
(“Say to Hezekiah” [v.4a liT p trn b X ]) shows disrespect for the Judean king, not 
giving him any title.55 There is no “king” preface such as used already by the 
narrator (cf. vv.1,2), and, as if in retaliation, the narrator calls Sennacherib “the king 
of Assyria”, without bothering to add “the great king” (as does Rabshakeh 
[w.4,13]) in his designation at v.2 etc. With the Assyrian showing such disregard 
for Hezekiah, is the (unstated) aim of these chapters to ‘compensate’ by idealizing 
Hezekiah? Ackroyd and others, in effect, argue that way (see below). I would 
rather see this as indirect (and ironic) preparation for the ‘removal’ of the kingship 
from Hezekiah and the Davidic house (effected in chs.38 and 39).
Rabshakeh’s entire speech is spoken as if directly to Hezekiah, using as he 
does second-person masculine singular forms:56 n n 0 3  (v.4); n n 0 3 ;  m i D  (v.5); 
nnoa (v.6); “ifsxn (v.7);57 a-irnn; -f?; (v.8); iron; -f? rttanm
Cf. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 466.
55 Also Alexander, The Prophecies o f Isaiah, 510; Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 634: “Hezekiah, 
whom he pointedly refuses to call king”.
56 Cf. Young, Isaiah II, 460: “Rabshakeh speaks in the singular; he by-passes the three 
envoys and is concerned with the king alone.”
57 Ehrlich (Randglossen, 129) suggests that the plural form ynftRn should be read here, 
following the parallel passage in 2 Kgs 18.22, referring to the three ambassadors, his 
support being the plural form which follows (131103), and also the fact that Hezekiah 
himself will be spoken of in the third-person in the second half of the same verse (“whose 
altars Hezekiah removed”). Neither argument of Ehrlich is decisive, though the textual 
evidence listed in BHS (including lQIsa3) could be seen as supporting emendation. At 
most, then, this would be the one exception in the whole speech. The sudden reference to 
Hezekiah in the third person (cf. Childs, Assyrian Crisis, 79) is explained by Smelik as 
indicating that the author was not a contemporary, but a later author who used a sentence 
from one of his sources (“Distortion,” 90 n.57), though is this really an explanation? 
Kaiser {Isaiah 13-39, 369 n.g) regards it as “an awkward and, as the continuation shows, a 
superficial attempt to harmonise the context on the part of the Isaianic redactor.” Hull also 
views it as a secondary harmonisation by Isa 36.7 {Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 170 n.14). 
Such text-critical discussion at least has the virtue of drawing attention to all the second
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(v.9). In this way Hezekiah is implicated in everything Rabshakeh says, and his 
characterisation is a key issue in the speech.
4.3.3.2 The Idealisation of Hezekiah?
As noted above, the portrayal of Hezekiah in these chapters is viewed by 
Ackroyd as drawn in deliberate contrast to that of Ahaz in Isaiah 7, though it is not 
as if there is an extensive narrative featuring Ahaz -  as there is for Hezekiah. The 
comparison and contrast between these two Judean kings seems to be interpreted in 
a simplistic ‘bad versus good’ schema by Ackroyd, contributing to the idea that we 
find in chs.36 and 37 an idealisation of Hezekiah. When both kings are faced with 
similar circumstances, namely, a foreign invasion, Hezekiah turns to God for 
deliverance whereas Ahaz rejected God’s assurances through Isaiah. Both kings 
are offered signs of God’s faithfulness in times of crisis. In 7.11,12 Ahaz refuses to 
ask for a confirming sign. In 37.30 Hezekiah is given a sign concerning God’s 
deliverance of Jerusalem, and in Isaiah 38 a sign is given (38.7-8) and a sign is 
requested (38.22). That there are contrasts is evident, but does this mean the reader 
should think in terms of idealisation? It is the perceived contrast of Hezekiah to
C O
Ahaz that has led Ackroyd, and Sweeney following him, to find in Isaiah 36-39 a
person singular forms in the context. As to speaking about Hezekiah instead of to him, 
immediately following, vv.8 and 9 overlook the fact that it is Sennacherib (through 
Rabshakeh) who is speaking, for they too speak naively about him (“my master the king of 
Assyria...the least of my master’s servants”). The first variation is justified by the second, 
or do we, like Kaiser {Isaiah 13-39, 379), find a difficulty in both? We begin to find 
‘problems’ everywhere when we have too narrow a view of what is allowed in a speech. 
The plural imperative in v.4 (“Say fHttN] to Hezekiah”) does not favour the emendation 
of v.7a since this is but the opening commission of the envoys to convey the following 
message to Hezekiah. The argument of Hull {Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 312), that the
first person suffix (v.7a ^N ) likely refers to Rabshakeh, who is the logical person to be 
spoken to by the officials, may be quite true for the Kings text, but in Isaiah, which reads a 
second person singular address, it can just as easily refer to Sennacherib. Either way it 
does not require a change to second plural address. Cf. Person, Recensions, 57, who
prefers the singular TEKn.
58 Isaiah 1-4, 12,13,16; Laato, thinking of the Bi account, makes the same interpretive 
move (“Hezekiah and the Assyrian Crisis,” 61). Laato expands the dimensions of his B2
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move to idealise Hezekiah. There is, as we have begun to argue, a distinct focus on 
Hezekiah in these four chapters,59 but not with a view to idealising him.
Another aspect of this ‘idealisation’ of Hezekiah as postulated by Ackroyd, 
involves the textual differences between chs.36-39 and the corresponding narrative 
in Kings. A number of these differences are said to betray a deliberate intention to 
idealise Hezekiah as a faithful servant of God and to emphasise God’s immediate 
response to Hezekiah’s demonstration of faith.60 Ackroyd mentions (briefly) the 
later idealisation of Hezekiah,61 and speaks tentatively of being able to trace “a 
possible line of interpretation in the traditions concerning Hezekiah”, “ and of “the 
subsequent development of the Hezekiah m otif’ (thinking of the Chronicler’s 
narratives). Thus, Isaiah 36-39, for Ackroyd, represents an “interim stage” in the 
development between Kings and Chronicles. He notes (assuming this order): (1) 
Isaiah 36-39 does not include any equivalent for 2 Kgs 18.14-16, and the effect, so 
Ackroyd, is immediately to favourably modify the picture of Hezekiah.64 (2) Isaiah 
38 adds to the divine action in the healing of Hezekiah, by stressing the miraculous 
sign (a theme taken further, according to Ackroyd, in 2 Chron 32.31), and by 
adding the psalm of thanksgiving: “Hezekiah is on the way to becoming the ideal
account to include ch.38, with its more idealised image of Hezekiah being an attempt “to 
eliminate all such criticism [of rebellion instigated by Hezekiah]” (p.64). This in Laato’s 
postulated trajectory opens the way to the interpretation that Hezekiah is Immanuel and the 
ideal king depicted in 8.23b-9.6 (p.67), but, we dispute that chs.36-38 are “idealized 
stories”, and Laato’s scheme depends on them being so. Cf. Conrad, “Royal narratives,” 
73-74.
59 Cf. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-4, 33: “Hezekiah is the key figure in each of these narratives”.
60 Briefly mentioned in “Isaiah 36-39,” 19,20; idem, “Ahaz and Hezekiah,” 249,255; idem, 
“The Death of Hezekiah,” 219,220.
61 “An Interpretation,” 351,352; “The Death of Hezekiah,” 219; cf. Laato (A Star in Rising, 
123-125; Who is Immanuel?, 317-326), who plots later Jewish exegetical tradition about 
Hezekiah’s messianic status (Chronicles, LXX, lQIsa3 and Rabbinic literature).
62 “An Interpretation,” 350.
63 “An Interpretation,” 351; 344: “the evolution of the figure of Hezekiah”, and Ackroyd 
speaks of “the scale towards idealisation” (“The Death of Hezekiah,” 22).
63 “The Death of Hezekiah,” 220.
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king’’,65 though Ackroyd adds, “but his ideal position is not reached without some 
warnings of the risk of disobedience and pride.” As well, the departure of Isaiah 
from Hezekiah’s presence is not mentioned in Isaiah 38 (cf. 2 Kgs 20.4-5a), and the 
divine word is portrayed as coming as an immediate answer to Hezekiah's prayer 
and distress, and the sign is offered as an immediate token of assurance rather than 
in response to a request (as in Kings).66 Wildberger argues that the tendency “das 
Wunder zu steigern und die Frömmigkeit der beteiligten Personen zu mehren” is 
better represented in Kings than Isaiah, a suggestion which, if nothing else, warns 
of possible subjectivity and lack of controls in making such comparisons. (3) There 
is no mention of the death of Hezekiah -  in contrast to 2 Kgs 20.21, but, as 
Ackroyd himself notes, Isaiah also lacks the positive comments on his reign and his 
reform, on his rebellion and his conquest of Philistia (2 Kgs 18.1-8). This does not 
fit easily into the idealising trend that Ackroyd seeks to argue for, as he says: “we 
may feel some surprise that there is no mention of the favourable features of 
Hezekiah’s policy, and in particular of his reform.”69 Ackroyd can only speculate 
as to the reasons for the omission of the opening and concluding verses. The 
omission, if that is what it is (and it must be for Ackroyd), shows that idealising 
Hezekiah was not the aim of the narrative in Isaiah.
Sweeney further develops the points made by Ackroyd: (1) Isa 36.Iff 
eliminate reference to Hezekiah’s capitulation to the Assyrian king which appears 
in 2 Kgs 18.14-16. This, so Sweeney, removes any suggestion that Hezekiah did
65 “An Interpretation,” 351.
66 “An Interpretation,” 343 n.3.
67 Jesaja 3, 1446.
68 “The Death of Hezekiah,” 220.
69 Ibid.
70 “The Death of Hezekiah,” 220-222.
71 Isaiah 1-4, 13-16; idem, Isaiah 1-39, ad loc.
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anything but turn to God (cf. 37.Iff, 14ff).72 (2) Isa 36.17-18 eliminate and modify 
the text of 2 Kgs 18.32, which goes on to read, “a land of olives, oil, and honey. So 
live and do not die and do not listen to Hezekiah because he will mislead you 
saying, YHWH will deliver us”. The first part of this statement (up to “and do not 
die”) is completely absent in Isa 36.17, and v.18 reads simply, “unless Hezekiah 
misleads you saying, YHWH will deliver us.” This modification, as Sweeney 
views it, eliminates a statement that encourages disparagement of Hezekiah and 
indicates that Sennacherib will succeed in his purpose despite Hezekiah’s attempts 
to prevent him. By stating “unless (ID) Hezekiah misleads you”, the text of Isaiah 
accentuates Hezekiah’s opposition to the Assyrian monarch and anticipates that he 
will indeed thwart his plans to deport the Judean soldiers. The differences (as I 
would view them -  rather than modifications) do not do what Sweeney says they 
do, given that: (a) the Isaiah text also has, “Do not listen to Hezekiah” (36.16a), 
which is not eliminated or modified -  as we would expect it to be on Sweeney’s 
understanding of the relationship between the Kings and Isaiah texts, and indeed the 
speeches in both texts are disparaging of Hezekiah, one hardly less so than the 
other; (b) it is not clear how the Isaiah text (v.l8a) “accentuates” Hezekiah’s 
opposition to the Assyrian king, for both texts make that thoroughly obvious, with 
quoted words of Hezekiah (“YHWH will deliver us” ; cf. v.15) flatly contradicting 
those of Sennacherib (vv.16,17); (c) to see the words of Hezekiah as anticipating 
(ironically?) the thwarting of the plans of Sennacherib reads into *¡2 (that Sweeney 
translates, “unless”) a sense that is not there in the Hebrew.73 (3) The extensive 
modifications o f Isaiah 38 from 2 Kgs 20.1-11, according to Sweeney, serve to
But see the arguments of Seitz, Zion’s Final Destiny, 48-66, that 2 Kgs 18.14-16 
represents a “later addition motivated by concerns indigenous to the Book of Kings” 
(emphasis mine); idem, “Account A and the Annals of Sennacherib: A Reassessment,” 
JSOT 58 (1993) 47-57, with Seitz arguing that the absence of an equivalent to vv.14-16
has nothing to do with any idealisation of Hezekiah (p.56).
73 See BDB p.814 lb, for ID at the beginning of a sentence, with dissuasive force, to be 
translated, so BDB, as “(beware) lest H. deceive you” (addition and abbreviation in BDB).
idealise Hezekiah and emphasise YHWH’s immediate response to Hezekiah’s loud 
profession of faithfulness. Comparing 2 Kgs 20.4,5 with Isa 38.4,5, by the 
elimination (as Sweeney views it) of the reference to Isaiah’s intended departure 
and YHWH’s command to Isaiah to “return” (ITIttf), the writer of Isaiah 38 
emphasises that God’s response to Hezekiah’s prayer “occurred immediately, not 
while Isaiah was leaving.” The texts are different, but Isaiah is not present in the 
prayer scene in either textform (cf. Isa 38.5a, “Go and say”), so that a return
into the presence of the king is described in both.74 (4) Sweeney compares 2 Kgs 
20.5 and its parallel, Isa 38.5, and asserts that by removing the reference to 
Hezekiah’s going up to the house of YHWH “on the third day” after God heals him, 
the Isaiah text eliminates any indication of delay in God’s action. Sweeney’s 
argument is difficult to fathom, in that it is Kings (20.7) that states Hezekiah was 
“healed” OITI, “and he recovered”), whereas in Isaiah, Hezekiah has still not been 
healed at the close (38.21 ’PTl, “that he may recover”). (5) According to Sweeney, 
comparing and contrasting the same verses, a removal of the reference to God 
healing Hezekiah de-emphasises a potential motivation for Hezekiah’s piety, 
however, both texts speak of the extension of Hezekiah’s life by fifteen years (2 
Kgs 20.6a; Isa 38.5), for which the healing of Hezekiah’s deadly disease is 
required. (6) Isa 38.6 eliminates God’s concern for the continuation of the house of 
David (there is no “for the sake of David my servant”, cf. 2 Kgs 20.6) and focuses 
instead, so Sweeney, on the individual figure of Hezekiah, but in both verses, the 
focus is really on the deliverance of the city (“this city” x2). (7) Any reference to 
treatment (2 Kgs 20.7) is removed to the end of the passage in Isaiah (38.21), which 
Sweeney views as further aiding in idealising Hezekiah’s character, since again
74 Sweeney, Isaiah 1-4, 14; Williamson sees it quite differently, preferring to see 2 Kgs 
20.4a (“And before Isaiah had gone out of the middle court”) as added at a later stage in 
order to emphasise the speed with which the godly king’s prayer was heard (The Book 
Called Isaiah, 203,204; cf. Wildberger, Jesaja 3, 1446).
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healing is de-emphasised as a potential (self-interested) motivation for Hezekiah’s 
faithfulness. The argument is not convincing, since, as already noted, Isa 38.5 
mentions the promise of the fifteen year extension of Hezekiah’s life. (8) The 
absence of Hezekiah’s request for a sign in 38.7 (cf. 2 Kgs 20.8) eliminates, so 
Sweeney, any indication of doubt on his part, yet the Isaiah text, though later 
(38.22), also has such a request for a sign. Apparently, the request for a sign does 
not have to be taken as an indication of doubt on the part of the one doing the 
requesting -  eliminating the point Sweeney would make! As well, surely a contrast 
to Ahaz, who refused a sign (eh.7), is better made with Hezekiah asking for one, so 
that the asking (in v.22 below) is a sign of piety. (9) Sweeney argues, none too 
convincingly, that Isaiah’s question to Hezekiah concerning the sign, that is, should 
the shadow move ten steps forward or backwards, and Hezekiah’s request for the 
more difficult sign (2 Kgs 20.9,10), both absent in the Isaiah text, indicate doubt on 
Hezekiah’s part, so that their removal, as Sweeney views it, aids in idealising 
Hezekiah. However, it is the prophet who gives Hezekiah the choice, and to choose 
the ‘more difficult' sign could just as easily be interpreted as confidence that 
YHWH can do the most difficult of feats.75 (10) The Isaiah text, not having the 
equivalent of 2 Kgs 20.1 la, the prophet’s cry to YHWH, and then in v.l lb, the note 
of compliance to the prophet’s cry, de-emphasises the prophet’s role as 
intermediary between God and Hezekiah, yet if this is so, it does so only 
marginally, for in both texts it is the prophet who announces the sign and Hezekiah 
is little more than an onlooker. (11) The psalm of Hezekiah (38.9-20) is a major 
addition to the Isaiah text which is entirely absent from 2 Kings 20, and it would be 
right in seeing the psalm of thanksgiving as an additional portrayal of the piety of 
the king -  yet the mention of the psalmist’s sins (38.17) is to be noted, though it is 
not noted by Sweeney, who only wants to state what Hezekiah did not do: “Here,
75 Cf. the comment by Childs, Isaiah (OTL; Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 
2001) 282: “Those interpretations that see in Isaiah’s portrayal of the king a heightened 
idealization of the character of Hezekiah appear to me to be overly subtle.”
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Hezekiah does not question God, state terms of proof, or express doubt in any way
n s
as he does in 2 Reg 20.” (12) Sweeney is right to note that in the Isaiah text the
positioning of Isaiah’s command concerning the fig cake and cure (38.21) and 
Hezekiah’s question about a sign (38.22) after Hezekiah’s psalm emphasises 
Hezekiah’s faithfulness, but that is not enough to make this the overall aim of the 
narrative, in that we dispute the series of modifications (with the aim of idealising 
Hezekiah) postulated by Sweeney. (13) Hezekiah’s question (38.22) contains no 
reference to healing (cf. 2 Kgs 20.8), though in Isaiah, he is, as we will seek to 
show, requesting a different sign, so that a simple comparison and contrast of 2 Kgs 
20.8 and Isa 38.22, the first mentioning healing but the second not, is not sufficient. 
Hezekiah’s final unanswered question does accentuate Hezekiah’s piety in that his 
concern, as Sweeney notes, is only with going up to the house of YHWH. (14) 
Sweeney finds a final difference between the versions that indicates that the writer 
of the Isaiah text intended to idealise the character of Hezekiah in the difference 
between 2 Kgs 20.19b and Isa 39.8b, the first being a question (XI^H) and the 
second a statement. For Sweeney, Kings implies conditionality and suggests doubt 
on Hezekiah’s part, though Sweeney’s own translation of this (variously translated) 
half-verse would not require such an evaluation: “Is it not true that there will be
n n
peace and truth in my days?” On the other hand, the wording of Isa 39.8b, 
Sweeney says, implies no conditions and gives no indication of doubt on the part of 
Hezekiah. Isa 39.8b has, however, been almost uniformly interpreted by scholars 
as not reflecting well on Hezekiah’s piety, so that convoluted argumentation would 
be required before the Isaiah textform could be confidently asserted as contributing 
to an idealisation of the character of Hezekiah. Theories of the unilateral
76
77
Isaiah 1-4, 15 . 
Ibid.
134
idealisation would seem to stand in some tension with Isaiah 39, at least as that
7 0
chapter is usually understood.
Sweeney is right in asserting that the differences between the texts of 2 
Kings 18-20 and Isaiah 36-39 are not the result of accidental scribal inconsistency 
in transmitting these texts -  rather they are different texts. Sweeney's arguments, 
building on the preliminary arguments of Ackroyd, do not, however, establish that 
the modifications (in his view) in the text of the Isaiah version indicate a special
79interest in presenting an idealised picture of the character of Hezekiah.
4.3.3.3 Structure of the Speech
g0
The repeated pattern in this carefully structured speech is as follows:
First H alf Second H alf
Military power (vv.4b,5) Military power (v.8)
Egypt (v.6) Egypt (v.9)
God (v.7) God (v. 10)
81The turning point in the speech is marked by nniT) (v.8a, “Come now"), 
which is used again in the final verse (v.lOa nniM), and the second half of the
78 • ,,As even Laato admits ( “About Zion ”, 88).
79 Isaiah 1-4, 16. Seitz, for one, is not prepared to adopt the terminology of idealisation or
its opposite (Zion ’s Final Destiny, 160,161).
80 Following Ackroyd, Isaiah 36-39, 11, though we add many observations not made by 
Ackroyd in support of this pattern; Smelik also notes the careful structuring of the speech, 
see ‘“Zegt toch tot Hiskia’: Een voorbeeld van profetische geschiedschrijving,” ACEBT 2 
(1981) 50-67, esp. pp.58ff. Kaiser notes the same structure, but divides the parts slightly
differently (Isaiah 13-39, 379), with v.5 matched by vv.8-9a, and v.6 by v.9b alone.
81 It often marks a turning point in prophetic speeches, nnifl is a macrosyntactical sign 
that highlights for the reader/hearer transitions of an address (see Wolfgang Schneider, 
Grammatik des biblischen Hebräisch [München: Claudius Verlag, 1974] 261-264); Waltke 
and O’Connor (Syntax, §38.le; §39.3.4f) view HPITI as introducing a shift in the 
argumentative tack or used to distinguish stages of a single topic; cf. André Laurentin, 
'We ‘attah -  Kai nun: Formule caractéristique des textes juridiques et liturgiques (à propos 
de Jean 17,5),” Bib 45 (1964) 168-197, who calculates that it is found 264 times in the OT 
(p.170 n.l); H.A. Brongers, “We‘attah im Alten Testament,” VT 19 (1965) 289-299. A 
further nni? occurs in v.5b, which may not be of structural significance, or else it may
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speech begins with a renewed mention of “the king of Assyria” (v.8a; cf. v.4b). 
The two halves parallel each other (vv.4-7,8-10) and both begin with “the king of 
Assyria” (the mention of king/kings is structurally significant in each Assyrian 
speech/letter). As well, the second half begins with two verses (vv.8,9) where the 
speech is couched as Rabshakeh’s own words (“my master etc.”), and this change 
from w .4b-7 helps to mark v.8a as a major transition in the speech. Rabshakeh’s 
own argument (vv.8,9) picks up both themes from the first and second points made 
by Sennacherib (vv.5,6): Hezekiah has no sufficient military power of his own and 
he relies on Egypt (the themes can be thus differentiated ). V.5 does not need to
O ' )
refer to an alliance with Egypt. Hezekiah does rely just on words (v.5) because he 
has no riders for the offered horses (v.8). Thus Rabshakeh discloses the military
a  a
weakness of Hezekiah (v.5) by proposing a wager (v.8). V.8b (“riders”)
and v.9b (“for chariots”) closely connect the two verses, yet not so closely
that they need be viewed as a single argument. V.9 explains the unreliability of 
Egypt asserted in v.6, with both verses speaking of “rely(ing) on Egypt”. The 
argument is personally directed at “Pharaoh king of Egypt” (v.6), not just against 
Egypt generally, in the same way as the words of Rabshakeh are personally directed 
at Hezekiah, king of Judah. So one king is implicated in the weakness of another. 
The play on words between v.7 l in n ^ D  (“worship”) and v.10 nrPT O n (x2 
“destroy”) helps to confirm the connection between the two verses. YHWH sent
introduce the second stage of the argument, so that the speech is to be divided: vv.4b-5a,
5b-6,7 etc.
82 As also argued for by Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 317,318.
83 The NIV paraphrases: “You say you have strategy and military strength”, apparently 
seeing an allusion to military preparations in Jerusalem itself (cf. 22.8b-11).
84 Cf. Ronald T. Hyman, “The Rabshakeh’s Speech (II Kg.18-25) [sic. 18.19-25]: A Study 
of Rhetorical Intimidation,” JBQ 23 (1995) 217; pp.217-219 for Hyman’s analysis of 
Rabshakeh’s logic; Smelik (“Distortion,” 78) only thinks in terms of two possible answers 
to Rabshakeh’s question of trust (v.4b), namely, that Hezekiah relies on Egypt or on 
YHWH. It is better to view vv.5 and 8 as referring to a third possibility: trusting in his 
own military resources.
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him to destroy (so Rabshakeh claims) so as to punish (the parallel implies)
o c
Hezekiah’s impiety for removing YHWH’s high places and altars (vv.7,10). 
Hezekiah has displeased his God and his God has sent Sennacherib to destroy him.
There is also the mention of m iT  (“YHWH”) in both vv.7 and 10, and “this altar” 
in the one and “this land” (x2) in the other. The contrast of what Hezekiah said 
(v.7b) and what YHWH was supposed to have said (v.lOb), the second being a 
divine judgment on the first (that is what is implied). Thus in each of the three 
cases of parallel, the second set serves to substantiate the claims of the first set.
V.7 is a complex verse including two quotations: the first, a hypothetical 
counter-argument Hezekiah might make to the charge of v.6 about relying on Egypt 
(“We are relying on YHWH our God”), and the second, what Hezekiah was 
supposed to have said concerning the reformation of religious practices in Judah 
(“Before this altar you shall worship” [Hebrew word order]). Rabshakeh purports 
to quote Hezekiah, and the implication is that the two quotations contradict each 
other and so convict Hezekiah in v.7a of insincerity, seeing that his quoted words in 
v.7b would be offensive to YHWH. This is typical of the speeches, and not only 
those of Rabshakeh, that a value judgment is placed upon each reference to 
speaking. A version of what Hezekiah is supposed to have said is quoted so as to 
be critiqued.
85 J. Ellul, the Politics o f God and the Politics o f Man (translated and edited by Geoffrey 
W. Bromiley; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977) 152, notes that the final argument (v.10) is 
a logical continuation of v.7.
86 So Fewell, “Sennacherib’s Defeat,” 83.
87 See George W. Savran, Telling and Retelling: Quotation in Biblical Narrative (Indiana 
Studies in Biblical Literature; Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 
1988) 7,17-19. Both vv.7b and 10b amount to unverifiable quotes, whose veracity the 
reader must evaluate without the assistance of an earlier recorded locution (p. 105). In the 
present case, the envoys are in a position to know whether the citation in v.7b (Xl/H) is 
believable or not (A. van Seims, “Halo in the Courtier’s Language in Ancient Israel,” in 
Proceedings o f the Fourth World Congress o f Jewish Studies. Volume 1 [Jerusalem: 
World Union of Jewish Studies, 1967] 137-140), and 2 Kings 18.4 may help the reader. As 
for v.lOb, subsequent events (and a statement from YHWH [37.26]) will confirm or deny
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Rabshakeh’s speech climaxes with the claim (in the form of a rhetorical 
question) to a divine commission for Sennacherib’s actions (v.lOa), supported by a 
purported quotation of YHWH’s words (v.lOb).88 The parallel in wording between 
purported quotation (v.lOb) and the preceding rhetorical question (v.lOa) further 
strengthens the claim.
4.3.3.4 Thematic Unity of the Speech
The speech’s “trust” (PIM ) theme is immediately introduced by its double 
use in the first verse of Rabshakeh’s speech (v.4b): “What is this trust in which you 
trust?” (my literal translation). This is the main theme of the Assyrian’s first 
speech, nCDD (“to trust”) being the central motif word,89 for his aim is to shake 
Hezekiah’s falsely placed (as far as Rabshakeh is concerned) trust and to secure his 
surrender:
v.4b “What is this trust (]H"lMn) in which you trust (nn£D2)?”
v.5 “on whom you now rely ( n n M ) ”
v.6a “Behold you are relying (nnCDS)”
v.6b “to all who rely (D^riM ri) on him”
v.7 “we rely (UPIM) on YHWH our God”
v.9 “when you rely (PICDDm) on Egypt”
The nine instances of the use of this root in chs.36 and 37 are all placed on 
the lips of Rabshakeh or of Sennacherib’s messengers (36.4,4,5,6,6,7,9,15; 37.10). 
The first half of the speech (vv.4-7), then, is unified by the Leitwort “trust” as either
the citation, and are the context in which its truthfulness must be measured. The quotation
in v.lOb may not be a total fabrication but a part-truth portrayed a whole-truth.
88 It is not that there is nothing in the Assyrian claim, but, as noted by Miscall (.Isaiah, 89)
it was to punish and plunder, not, as Assyrian intended, “to destroy” (cf. 10.6,7). Fewell
views Rabshakeh’s quotation of what YHWH was supposed to have said as an example of
God’s “double-dealing” (“Sennacherib’s Defeat,” 83).
89 As also noted by Miscall {Isaiah, 89) who, however, notes only five occurrences of the 
root. Perhaps Miscall means to say that the root is found in five verses. Cf. Smelik, 
“Distortion,” 78; Childs, Assyrian Crisis, 85; Kaiser, Isaiah 13-39, 380; Manfred Hutter,
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noun, verb or participle, and the verb occurs one more time in the second half of the 
speech (v.9).
Rabshakeh critically examines three possible answers to his question as to 
what Hezekiah is trusting in: (1) his own military might, of which, in effect, 
Hezekiah has none (vv.5,8);90 (2) aid forthcoming from Egypt, which nation is 
characterised as an unreliable ally (vv.6,9);91 (3) in YHWH, whom Rabshakeh 
suggests is offended by Hezekiah’s action of restricting worship to Jerusalem so 
that he no longer wished to give him his support (w.7,10).
The root 11CDD appears earlier in Isaiah in 8.17; 12.2; 14.30; 26.4; 30.12,15; 
31.1; 32.9,10,11,17. It would be true to say that the Assyrian’s speech and the 
earlier prophecies of Isaiah share the common goal of breaking down a falsely 
placed trust, and this lends a certain credibility to Rabshakeh. The speech cannot 
be summarily dismissed. What is the reader to make of the similarity with Isaiah’s 
earlier preaching? That through Rabshakeh he should hear the prophet’s accusing 
voice? Within this book “trust” is a criterion by which the piety of a king may be
Hiskija, König von Juda: ein Beitrag zur judäischen Geschichte in assyrischer Zeit 
(Grazer Theologische Studien 6; Graz: Gartier, 1982) 15.
90 Long (2 Kings, 211) would subsume Rabshakeh’s argument under two points only, 
namely: the unreliability of Egypt, and also of YHWH. We assert that vv.5 and 8 jointly 
refer to a further basis for (false?) trust. In the context 112517 seems to refer to military 
preparedness, “Kriegsplanung” (Wildberger [.Jesaja 3, 1399]). The “mere words” are 
interpreted by Sweeney (Isaiah 1-39, 466) as “the words (or promises) of supposed allies”, 
so that the disputation moves on to challenge the reliability of Egypt as a support; Gray (I 
& II Kings: A Commentary [OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1964; Second, Fully 
Revised Ed., 1970] 682) thinks it probable that it refers (depreciatingly) to “the diplomatic 
talk of Egypt”; and Hull views it as suggesting a treaty with another nation compensating 
for Judah’s lack of military ability (Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 314), with the next verse 
revealing with whom the said treaty might be. The matching of vv.5 and 8 suggests 
another view.
91 This proves to be heavily ironic because an Egyptian army causes a weakening of 
Sennacherib’s dominant position (cf. 37.9).
n cf. Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 246.
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evalua ted .T h rough  Rabshakeh, Hezekiah is challenged to determine on whom he 
is trusting, and whether his trust is validly placed, and this has the effect of 
focussing on Hezekiah who is forced to choose in whom he will trust. The story is, 
then, about Hezekiah’s decisions and actions.
There are in Isaiah seventeen instances of PICDD outside chs.36-39. Olley 
places them in four broad categories,94 which can be reduced to three, given the fact 
that, as Olley himself notes,95 the five instances in chs.40-66 mirror the contexts 
noted in chs. 1-35. Olley does not relate his categories to the arguments used by 
Rabshakeh regarding trust, which also fall into three categories. We will do just 
that.
The closest to Rabshakeh’s first category (vv.5,8)96, Hezekiah’s (possible) 
trust in his own power and military preparations, is Olley’s second category. There 
is the threefold description in 32.9-11 of upper-class women as “complacent’' (RSV 
n M ) . The sense is that they are “confident” that everything is fine; nevertheless, 
there will be a reversal (32.12ff). “Confidence” that their present lifestyle will 
continue is set in contrast to the “trust (PICOD) for ever” in the time of righteousness 
and justice (32.16-17). In 47.8,10 the daughter of Babylon sits “securely” ( n c o 1?)
and “felt secure” ontonm) in her wickedness that her status would never be 
reversed.
93
It would be nice to be able to make a simple comparison and contrast with Ahaz’s 
obvious lack of faith in ch.7, but IICOD is not used in the earlier royal context, which does, 
however, include a play on the root *¡70^  (7.9). Conrad points out, however, that Hezekiah 
later speaks of how he walked before YHWH in faithfulness (nDND [38.3]), and Conrad 
sees the use of the root as implying a contrast between the two kings (“Royal Narratives,” 
74).
94 “Trust in the LORD,” 66-69.
95 “Trust in the LORD,” 68.
96 This is the most speculative part of the attempted comparison.
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Rabshakeh’s second category (vv.6,9) accuses Hezekiah of trust in Egypt, 
and this is easily connected to Isaiah’s earlier criticism of “relying" of Egypt, its 
chariots and its horses (30.15; 31.1).
Rabshakeh’s third category (vv.7,10) is Hezekiah’s trust in YHWH, which 
the Assyrian both denies (v.7) and tries to undermine (v.10). This aspect of trust is 
found in passages affirming “trust” in YHWH for peace (12.2; 26.3,4; cf. 50.10). It 
is clear that Rabshakeh does not observe all the niceties of what trust in YHWH 
involves for Isaiah, and most noticeably absent is the moral implications drawn in 
each of the three categories, but then we can scarcely expect him to.
What are we to make of the fact that Rabshakeh appears to echo Isaiah’s 
own words, especially v.6 with its dismissive evaluation of help being forthcoming 
from Egypt and the horses/chariots in w .8-9 (cf. 30.16; 31.1,3)?98 And the claim to 
have YHWH’s support in v.10 is reminiscent of 10.5ff." It could be explained (on 
one level) as the craft of the narrator, who sees to it that the Assyrian’s speech is 
made to echo Isaiah’s views,100 so that Rabshakeh’s speech “has been composed 
with an eye toward the preaching of Isaiah”.101 In this way Rabshakeh is made the 
ironic vehicle for the ideology of the narrative. The readers note the echoes; does 
Rabshakeh knowingly echo the prophet Isaiah? “Behind this claim there no doubt
97
See “Trust in the LORD,” 68 for Olley’s summary of what this means in Isaiah.
98 Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 28: “His scorn for Egypt’s record of reliability is scarcely less than 
expressed by Yahweh’s words in 30:2-5,7; 31:1-3.”
99 M. Cogan (Imperialism and Religion: Assyria, Judah and Israel in the Eighth and 
Seventh Centuries B.C.E. [SBLMS 19; Missoula, Montana: Scholars Press, 1974] 9-21), 
however, argues that such a claim was typically Assyrian, and so need not be explained in 
connection with Isaiah’s preaching. Chaim Cohen argues that many of the major elements 
in Rabshakeh’s first speech have parallels in the Neo-Assyrian Annals (“Neo-Assyrian 
Elements in the First Speech of the Biblical Rab-saqe,” IOS 9 [1979] 32-48). For a quite 
different view, see Ehud Ben Zvi, “Who Wrote the Speech of Rabshakeh and When?,” 
JBL 109/1 (1990) 79-92.
100 See Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 230, himself echoing Smelik; also p.247.
101 Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 246. This linkage with earlier oracles is noted by Conrad, Reading, 
42-43; Groves, Actualization, 197-198; Ellul, the Politics o f God, 143-161. The earlier 
oracles provide a context for the readers of Isaiah.
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1 09lies some knowledge of what Isaiah had been saying”. “ We cannot jump to that 
conclusion. Our one certainty is that the reader can compare (and contrast) his 
words with the prophecies of Isaiah recorded earlier in the book. We need not 
assume that Rabshakeh is privy to inside information (from spies or defectors).104 
Rabshakeh makes no purported quotations of the prophet, as he does of Hezekiah 
(v.7a,b) and YHWH (v.lOb), nonetheless Rabshakeh sounds like Isaiah before he 
will be opposed by Isaiah.
4.3.3.5 Hezekiah and Foreign Alliances
It would be easy, maybe too easy, to discredit the argument of Rabshakeh in 
w .4-10, so that a trap may be set for the unwary reader. Seitz seeks to discredit 
Rabshakeh, and his arguments are as follows: (1) There is no other evidence that 
Hezekiah has enlisted the Egyptians in support,105 with Hezekiah never referring to 
such a false trust in Egypt, and Rabshakeh himself quickly moving away from this 
topic to another (36.7). The studied non-mention of Hezekiah, or any king for that 
matter, in the earlier indictments of foreign alliances, given the earlier pointed non­
mention of king(s) in sections highly critical of other leaders (see 2.6ff; 3 .Iff), 
cannot, however, be taken to mean that Hezekiah was free from fault. Hezekiah's 
non-mention is not sufficient to establish that. Other explanations for the dearth of 
references to kingship in large sections of the book suggest themselves. Despite his 
non-mention, the indictments of chs.28ff at least open the possibility that he is 
implicated (albeit indirectly). Further, would we expect Hezekiah to mention it if 
he was guilty as accused? Rabshakeh does move away from the topic of a liaison
102 Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 278. Laato speaks of the speeches of Rabshakeh as 
containing many allusions and clear reference to 10.5-15 (A Star is Rising, 120), but is that
on the part of Rabshakeh or the narrator?
103 Mordechai Cogan and Hayim Tadmor, II Kings: A New Translation with Introduction 
and Commentary (AB 11; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1988) 232.
104 Cf. Smelik, “Distortion,” 79: “So we have to conclude that Rabshakeh was a diligent 
pupil of the prophets, especially Isaiah”.
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with Egypt (v.7), but only to return to it again in v.9 (which is parallel to v.6 in the 
structure of the speech). (2) In Seitz’s words, “If one charge fails, he moves to the 
next without regard for the larger consistency of his argument.’' But are w .6  and 7 
as logically inconsistent with each other as they may at first appear? V.6 asserts 
that Hezekiah is trusting Egypt and not really trusting YE1WH as he claims (v.7a), 
and in v.7b Rabshakeh adduces further evidence (as he sees it) of Hezekiah’s lack 
of piety. The argument is at least consistent from Rabshakeh’s point of view. (3) 
Seitz says that Rabshakeh shows a pagan misunderstanding of Hezekiah’s cultic 
reforms (v.7), seeing them “as signs of his putative lack of religious zeal (the more 
altars the better) -  an ironic ploy that again reveals the sarcastic logic of the author 
within Israel (viz. Assyrians believe gods prefer as many altars as possible).'’ It is, 
as Seitz says, “an ironic ploy”, but one that pulls the reader in two directions at 
once, for it may be that the Assyrian comes to the right conclusion, but for the 
wrong reason. His reasoning may be faulty, it no doubt is,106 but this does not 
discount the assertion (which might find better supports) that Hezekiah has not been 
wholly trusting YHWH as he asserts. (4) Seitz sees a similar irony displayed in the 
final assertion that the king of Assyria has come up to destroy the land of Judah at 
YHWH’s own command (v.10), viewing it (following Smelik) as “nothing less than 
a blasphemous distortion of Isaiah’s own Assyrian proclamation -  the flattening out 
of a complex prophetic teaching (see 10:5-19) for the purpose of exploitation and 
propaganda.” Again, we say, maybe so, but we would not expect the pagan envoy 
to grasp the niceties and complexities of Isaiah’s teaching. Again, however, 
Rabshakeh’s argument could contain a germ of truth. We have pointed out the
105 There is no direct reference to Hezekiah in earlier passages critical of foreign alliances 
(chs.20,30,31), and Seitz would make much of this fact (Zion’s Final Destiny, 75ff).
106 Cf. Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 634: “While this [Rabshakeh’s argument that the reforming 
activities of Hezekiah have put YHWH off-side] is almost ludicrous from a biblical 
perspective, it is completely logical coming from a convinced idolater and polytheist” 
(addition mine). V.7 reflects Assyrian logic; this is more likely than the explanation of
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connections between 36.1 and 36.10, and the words of Rabshakeh would seem to be 
no idle boast, given the later reference to “fortified cities’* (of Judah?) in YHWH’s 
speech (37.26 cf. 36.1). The coming of the Assyrians is a divinely imposed penalty 
on a sinful nation and part of that sin may be Hezekiah’s failure to wholly trust 
YHWH. Rabshakeh may overstate his case, and yet may still have a case that needs 
to be answered. Assyrian views are not simplistically right or wrong, but a mixture 
of the two: right is one way; wrong in another. Bombast and manipulation, yes, but 
not blasphemous,107 or wholly without truth. (5) Seitz says: “Given all this, it is 
difficult to accept the Rabshakeh’s charge of reliance on Egypt as objective proof 
of Hezekiah’s foreign policy.” 108 Granted, Rabshakeh is hardly likely to be an 
objective witness, we dare not accuse him of being that, yet who is in biblical 
narrative? His assertions are to be weighed rather than rejected holus-bolus. (6) 
Seitz asks is this absolute fact, or an accusation that functions to anticipate the 
rumour regarding Tirhakah (37.9)? Yet this must be the narrator’s strategy, not 
Rabshakeh*s. Darr sees Seitz’s argument as problematic in that it “ignores the 
sequential and cumulative nature of reading”,109 and Darr gets the better of Seitz on 
this point. Tirhakah’s appearance could be read as a possible confirmation of 
Rabshakeh’s charge against Hezekiah. (7) In Rabshakeh’s second speech (36.13- 
20), as noted by Seitz,110 no longer is Hezekiah indicted for foreign alliances, but
Smelik that Rabshakeh is “distorting the truth” and is here guilty of “misrepresentation” of 
Hezekiah’s cultic reforms (“Distortion,” 78,79).
107 Hyman (“The Rabshakeh’s Speech,” 219f) critiques the speech as coming to flawed 
conclusions because “their premises are to narrow” (p.219), but Hyman’s comments about 
the credibility of trust in YHWH are better suited to Rabshakeh’s second speech (36.13- 
20). Really in his first speech he does not call into question God’s ability to help but rather 
the likelihood of such saving intervention given that Hezekiah has offended God by his 
reforms (v.7) and the Assyrians have come up at the command of YHWH (v.10).
108 Zion’s Final Destiny, 73.
109 “No Strength to Deliver,” 238; then in a she footnote adds: “Readers interpret the 
appearance of Tirhakah in the light of sequentially prior materials, including the 
Rabshakeh’s earlier claim; they do not construe the Rabshakeh’s charge on the basis of an 
as yet unread reference to Tirhakah’s possible appearance in 37.9” (n.33).
110 Zion’s Final Destiny, 73,74.
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rather for deceptively urging the people to rely on YHWH (36.15). True enough, as 
pointed out by Seitz, it is not possible to use Rabshakeh’s charge of foreign 
alliances with Egypt as “objective proof of Hezekiah’s policy” without similarly 
accepting his characterisation of Hezekiah as urging reliance on God, and this 
second charge must be taken as seriously as the initial one,111 but we need not 
accept either charge as objective. (8) Seitz sees Hezekiah’s acts of piety, his 
penitence (37.1-4) and prayerful appeal (37.14-20), as indicating that Rabshakeh’s 
second characterisation of Hezekiah as one who trusts YHWH, and counsels others 
to do so, is “clearly the one the narrator wishes to hold up as accurate". But Seitz 
only views Hezekiah’s penitence (as Seitz himself calls it) as a sign of piety, and 
never asks, penitent over what? (foreign alliances?)
In Isaiah 36-39, as is typical in biblical narrative generally, “Anything like 
preaching from the narrative pulpit is conspicuous for its absence.” It would be 
delightful, then, if the narrator allowed Rabshakeh to do his preaching for him, and 
Rabshakeh’s echoing of earlier prophecies implies that this is exactly what the 
narrator has him do. There may be more truth in the words of Rabshakeh than the 
reader at first would want to admit. The narrator appears to have prejudiced the 
reader against the Assyrian, and painted his mouthpiece pretty black: (1) he is the 
agent of the Assyrian king who has just taken all the fortified cities of Judah and 
now threatens Jerusalem (36.1). (2) The attack does appear unprovoked, for no 
reason was given by the narrator, who had an opportunity, if he so wished, to give 
one. (3) The speech is disrespectful toward Hezekiah, and boasting in its tone. (4) 
The speech is run through with Assyrian misunderstandings and pagan ignorance. 
The reader is reluctant to believe Rabshakeh’s charge that Hezekiah has resorted to 
Egyptian aid, the narrator manipulating the reader by blackening Rabshakeh. 
Despite this and even because of this, given biblical narrative’s habitual generation
111 Zion’s Final Destiny, 74.
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of ambivalence, rather than aligning deliverance and desert, the narrator is more 
likely to foreground their discordance -  Hezekiah will be delivered, despite faults 
uncovered by a disreputable agent.114 Furthermore, as Darr notes, “no authoritative 
voice -  indeed, no voice at all -  contradicts the Rabshakeh’s claim that Hezekiah 
has relied on Egyptian assistance.” 113
What Rabshakeh’s speech contributes to our chosen theme of kingship may 
be summarised as follows. The Assyrian spokesman (knowingly or unknowingly) 
mimics the prophets who are YHWH’s messengers, and especially Isaiah, so that 
the narrative portrays God in his capacity as King. His speech is pointedly directed 
at Hezekiah, whose own kingship is effectively denied him. The argumentation of 
Rabshakeh is sufficiently cogent to place a question mark over Hezekiah’s trust in 
God. This confirms our denial of those who argue for the narrative’s tendency to 
idealise Hezekiah.
4.3.4 Request and Reply (36.11-12)
The request o f the three Judean envoys (v .ll) , provides an initial response, 
limited in its scope though it may be, to Rabshakeh’s speech. The officials do not 
comment on the contents of Rabshakeh’s address, but only on its form , because, 
suggests Hull,116 the challenge is to the king, and so it is for him to reply, though 
this suggestion is not cogent, seeing that the envoys are his representatives, a thing 
made abundantly clear in the narrative. Their non-reply, which is what it amounts 
to, is explained below (v.21).
112 Sternberg, Poetics, 37,38. In biblical narrative “the whole idea of didacticism is alien”
114 “It is Sennacherib’s question to Hezekiah [v.4b], but it is also YHWH’s question”; that 
is how Hull puts it (Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 322; addition mine). Rabshakeh is 
certainly asking the right question, given the wider “trust” theme in Isaiah.
115 “No Strength to Deliver,” 242.
116 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 306.
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4.3.4.1 The Judean Officials as Royal Representatives
This short section (vv.l 1-12) contributes indirectly to the characterisation of 
Hezekiah. Protagonists are characterised primarily by what they themselves say 
and do, but are also thrown into relief by the minor characters. Berlin distinguishes 
between round characters and flat characters: the round character is the “full- 
fledged character”, the flat character is the type, and the functionary is the “agent” 
(mere functionaries are not characterised at all).117 The “messengers” (D'OK^ft) of 
37.9b are agents, their role being merely to hand over the letter to Hezekiah (37.14). 
This does not mean they are without importance, for Hezekiah’s prayer is in 
response to the letter handed to him, and YHWH’s response to Sennacherib’s 
messengers is to send his own ‘messenger’ (iTirP "JR^E) to destroy the Assyrian 
army (37.36). The three Judean officials are flat characters and their one (joint) 
sentence is 36.11. They always act together and speak in unison, and in 36.21 they 
are silent. Throughout the narrative they are purposely subordinated to and act as 
foils for the king, but in effect act as agents, performers of an action necessary to 
the plot, filling the function of stand-ins for Hezekiah, and nothing about them 
which does not pertain to that function is allowed to intrude into the story. They are 
not allowed to give ‘their version’ of Rabshakeh’s speeches, and all that is said is 
“and [they] told him [Hezekiah] the words of Rabshakeh” (36.22).
The three Judean officials are treated by Rabshakeh as the representatives of 
Hezekiah and as closely connected to the king (cf. 36.12, “to your master and
1 1 o
you”). As such the officials help in the characterisation of Hezekiah. The rough 
reply of v.12 shows the powerless bargaining position of the Judean negotiators and 
their powerlessness mirrors Hezekiah’s helpless position, just as Rabshakeh’s 
arrogance mirrors the commanding position of his royal master. The envoys speak
117 Poetics and Interpretation, 23.
118 Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 86: “the minor characters play a structural role in literature, 
paralleling and heightening the main ones, whether through correspondence or contrast.”
147
only once (v. 11), to request that Rabshakeh’s speech be continued in Aramaic; 
beyond that, they have a basically silent role.119 When they speak again at 37.3-4, 
they are only the mouthpiece for Hezekiah (“Thus says Hezekiah”).
The three Judean envoys are minor characters within the present narrative. 
Isaiah 36-37 shows the biblical narrator’s freedom to conjure up or to ignore minor 
characters.120 Joah the son of Asaph, the recorder (TOTDH), drops out in 37.2,121 
and perhaps the reason is to be found in Hezekiah’s temple location: being in “the 
house of YHWH” it is appropriate for Hezekiah to send “the senior priests’' as part 
of the delegation to Isaiah. “ It would have been possible to omit the three envoys 
without doing violence to the plot of chs.36 and 37, but their purpose is to “lend the 
narrative greater meaning and depth”, and Simon calls this “the expressive 
auxiliary role of the minor characters.” 124 This definite expressive role serves the 
function of the indirect characterisation of the protagonists.
The three appear before Hezekiah with clothes rent (C T D  O O p  36.22), 
and he soon appears likewise (37.1, “he rent [XHpv)] his clothes”), so that they have 
properly anticipated the reaction of their royal master whom they represent. Their 
reaction is one with the reaction of Hezekiah, who in addition covers himself with 
sackcloth (ptZO), and when the two men, Eliakim and Shebna, next appear, they are 
clothed like Hezekiah in sackcloth (37.2, □*’ptZO). This again shows their
119 As noted also by Seitz, Zion’s Final Destiny, 109.
120 U. Simon, “Minor Characters in Biblical Narrative,” JSOT 46 (1990) 14: “Generally 
speaking, then, the minor character is described only when it is necessary to further the
plot or to clarify another character. This is not the case with protagonists.”
121 The explanation of A.D. Crown in his discussion of the role of the official given the 
title TOTE (“Messengers and Scribes: The "IDO and in the Old Testament,” VT 24
[1974] 369) is that the “lOTft may have been the interpreter who was not needed for 
communication with Isaiah, but had been required for conversation in Aramaic with
Rabshakeh.
122 Hull suggests a similar motivation (Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 270).
12j Simon, “Minor Characters,” 14.
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representative role, and by this means they allow Hezekiah to be ‘present’ in every 
scene in the first half of the narrative.
To summarise, then, in this short paragraph we see the narrative role of the 
Judean envoys as representatives of Hezekiah and being that, they contribute to his 
characterisation. Their powerlessness presumably mirrors Hezekiah's own.
4.3.5 Rabshakeh’s Second Speech (36.13-20)
Rabshakeh once again takes his stand (v.l3a cf. 36.2b T ftjri)  and so
here is a new stage matching v.2b above. Rabshakeh does exactly the opposite to 
what he had been requested to do by the Judean officials (v.l 1). He by-passes the 
officials and acts as if they are not present, this being another way of slighting 
Hezekiah, whom they represent and so we expect a speech even more disrespectful 
toward Hezekiah than the first.
4.3.5.1 Structure of the Speech
This speech, like the first, opens by referring to “the great king, the king of 
Assyria” (v.l3b; cf. v.4). Rabshakeh’s “Hear the words o f ’ (*,“l3“7“ nN
125formula is overwhelmingly a way of speaking that introduces prophetic speech, 
so that Rabshakeh is being portrayed as a (false) prophet, who within the narrative 
thus stands as Isaiah’s ‘opposite number’. There is a heavy concentration of the use 
of “king” in the speech, being used some six times (vv. 13,13,14a, 15b, 16b, 18), each 
time referring to Sennacherib, who is thus portrayed as the supreme king, and on 
whose behalf Rabshakeh speaks.
The first subsection of the speech is marked off by the “king of Assyria” 
inclusio (vv. 13b, 15b), and the next commences with a renewed reference to “the
Ibid (italics Simon’s).
125 Cf. the excursus of Hull (.Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 329-331). In Isaiah the singular 
“Hear the word (13*1) of YHWH” is found in 1.10; 28.14; 39.5; 66.5, and the formula but
with the plural “words” does not occur.
126 This was also structurally significant in the first speech (36.4,8).
149
king of Assyria” (v.16); both subsections use messenger formulae (vv.l4aa,16ba). 
Rabshakeh gives two purported quotations of Hezekiah (vv. 15,18), just as earlier he 
claimed to quote him (cf. v.7b). The reader must attempt to judge whether this a fair 
representation of Hezekiah’s views. Rabshakeh would characterise Hezekiah’s 
words as deceptive. From v.14 onwards the arrogance of Sennacherib becomes a 
major element in the story, here manifested in his ridicule of Hezekiah.
Even more so than his first, his second speech is personally directed against 
Hezekiah. Rabshakeh’s pointed references to Hezekiah are structurally significant. 
Though this speech is not phrased as a speech addressed to Hezekiah, as the first 
speech was, but to the people on the walls, Hezekiah is just as central to this speech, 
which is largely occupied in discrediting him. If anything, this speech is even more 
disrespectful of Hezekiah. Rabshakeh’s four admonitions, the first three 
commencing with and each of the four making reference to Hezekiah by name, 
are significant with regard to speech structure:
See Childs, Assyrian Crisis, 88-90.
128 Note again the absence of any title accorded Hezekiah in contrast to the conventional 
royal titles given to Sennacherib. The narrator restores the title “king” to Hezekiah, yet 
this in a subtle way prepares for the loss of kingship described in ch.39.
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v.l4a “Do not let (*2X) Hezekiah deceive you”
v.l5a “Do not let (*?X) Hezekiah make you rely” (P IM \ link to first speech12^  
v.l6a “Do not (*?X) listen to Hezekiah” (begins second subsection1 ’°) 
v.l8a “Beware lest Hezekiah1’1 mislead you (begins third subsection)
Taking these as indications of structure, we subdivide the second speech of
Rabshakeh into three sections, and the structure sets Hezekiah’s word over against
1
Sennacherib’s as to which is to be believed:
133A. Contradicting what Hezekiah says (vv.l3b-15)
B. What the king of Assyria says (w .16-17)134
1 135A Contradicting what Hezekiah says (vv. 18-20)
129 The issue of trust is now more narrowly focussed, and the second speech makes no 
reference to Hezekiah’s supposed trust in Egypt (cf. v.6), and the admonition, using the 
causative (Hiphil) theme of PI£22, turns to the question of whom the people will trust in,
yet it does so in a way that in no way removes Hezekiah from the reader’s attention.
130 Or is it a summation of the argument thus far (as understood by Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 
467), with a second messenger formula (“for thus says the king of Assyria”) beginning the 
subsection at v.lób? The verse division favours the first, the Hebrew paragraph marking 
(0) the second. Vv.l4-16a “focus on the negative elements of PARENESIS in an attempt 
to dissuade the Judeans from trusting in Hezekiah” (p.473; capitalisation Sweeney’s), and
the threefold use of plus jussive is confined to these verses. On the other hand, the
lack of a conjunctive waw (v.lóa *?X) compared to v.l5a (^Xl) may also favour viewing 
v.lóa as the beginning of the new subsection (vv.16-17), as may the use of a second 
masculine plural jussive (v.lóa) unlike the previous two admonitions which use third 
masculine singular jussives.
131
There is only the “lest” (*¡3) in the Hebrew, an elliptical expression, and “beware” must 
be added to bring out the sense in English (Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 641). The lack of ^X 
gives a final variation to the series. Kings has rP01_,,2 UTpTrn^X UJE££jn-i2Xl (2 Kgs
18.32b; modelled on 18.31a?), so that the pattern is not broken.
132 The alternate speech structure proposed by Beuken has the same effect (.Isaiah Part II 
Volume 2: Isaiah Chapters 28-39 [Historical Commentary on the Old Testament; tr. Brian 
Doyle; Leuven: Peeters, 2000] 352).
133 The first and third subsections contain a quotation of what Hezekiah was purported to 
have said, and so match each other. The “hand” of Sennacherib appears five times in this 
second address (vv. 15,18b, 19b,20a,b), and is confined to the first and last subsections.
134 This subsection consists almost entirely of a quoted speech by Sennacherib, which
focuses on food and “land” (x4) as a place for the production of food. This theme 
does not feature in either the first or third subsections.
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4.3.5.2 Thematic Unity of the Speech
The Leitmotif of the speech is “deliver (*?253)”,136 immediately introduced in 
v.14 and used eight times:
v.14 “for he will not be able to deliver you (^22n^)”137
v. 15 “YHWH will surely deliver us ^ H ) ”
v.l8a “YHWH will deliver us ( l i ^ P ) ”
v.l8b “has any of the gods of the nations delivered ( l ^ ^ n n ) ”
v.19 “they delivered ( l ^ n ) ” 138
v.20a “have delivered ( l^ ^ r i ) ”
v.20b “that YHWH should deliver (^ST)”
The eight uses of *2223 and its two further uses (37.11,12), making a grand 
total of ten occurrences, nearly approximates the nine uses of the root n£D33 in 
chs.36-37, and, in itself, suggests a relation between the two,L’9 as does the use of
135
Like the first speech by Rabshakeh, the present speech features the use of rhetorical 
questions, but here they are confined to and characterise only one subsection of the speech 
(vv.18-20; cf. vv.4b,5a,b,7b,9,10a, where the tone of the questions amount to a deriding of 
Hezekiah, see Hyman, “The Rabshakeh’s Speech,” 215). Here they amount to a deriding 
of Hezekiah, whose words they counter, and of YHWH, who is spoken of as just another 
god.
136 As Miscall also notes (Isaiah, 90), however, he calculates that *7223 occurs seven times 
in the speech, apparently not including the infinitive absolute (^ 2211) in v.15; cf. Hutter, 
Hiskija, König von Juda, 15.
137 Only here is Hezekiah described as a potential deliverer. Elsewhere in the speech it is 
YHWH or the gods who are connected to the key word. Though the word “deliver” is not 
used in vv.16-17, the implication is that ‘deliverance’ will come through Sennacherib (see 
Long, 2 Kings, 211: “It is Sennacherib who will actually deliver you”). In the first speech, 
vv.5 and 8 concerned Hezekiah’s own power.
138 As noted by Motyer {The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 278,279), the MT here is not a question, 
but rather a statement with sarcastic force: “Oh sure! fO) They did deliver Samaria from 
my hand!”; cf. Long, 2 Kings, 216; for an asseverative see Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 
§449. Therefore vv. 18,19 contain four rhetorical questions (yet note Mitchell Dahood, 
“Interrogative ki in Psalm 90,11; Isaiah 36,19 and Hosea 13,9,” Bib 60 [1979] 573-574). 
lj9 Olley, “Trust in the LORD,” 64.
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neon in v.15 of the present speech,140 as well as the simple fact that each root is 
Leitmotif of the two related speeches. Clearly trusting in YHWH is in some way 
connected with deliverance.
The first and third subsections (vv.l3b-15, 18-20) of the speech feature the 
“deliver” theme (inclusio), while the second subsection does not have the key word 
(w.16-17). The deliverance theme dominates this second address by Rabshakeh, 
and the change in key word (“deliver” instead of “trust”) shows the change in 
argument: now one directed against (what Hezekiah said about) YHWH. Hezekiah 
is quoted (w .15,18) only to be contradicted and is accused of deception 
(w . 14a, 18a).141 Rabshakeh’s understanding of the ‘deception’ perpetrated by 
Hezekiah, encouraging the people to trust YHWH for deliverance -  a fault in 
Rabshakeh’s eyes -  is, of course, a wrongheaded misunderstanding and a positive 
trait from the narrator’s perspective.142 However, Rabshakeh’s insinuation that 
Hezekiah is trusting something other than YHWH -  his own strength (vv.5,8) or 
Egyptian support (w .6,9) -  suggests to Hull that Hezekiah is “a complex figure” 
whose actions cannot be neatly summarised as godly or ungodly, but rather must be 
weighed,14 ’ and with that we agree. A neat schema of idealisation does not fit the 
narrative.
140 As noted by Long (2 Kings, 211), 2 Kgs 18.30 used both of the thematic words, and so 
links the arguments of the two speeches together. The people should not be deceived by 
Hezekiah who seeks to make them “rely” on YHWH to “deliver” them (noted also by G.E. 
Gerbrandt, Kingship according to the Deuteronomistic History [SBLDS 87; Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1986] 82,83; so too Isa 37.10, though the word “deliver” is not used).
141 Painting Hezekiah as a false prophet (see the argumentation of Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint 
and sinner, 332-336), a case of ‘the pot calling the kettle black’, but this only confirms, in 
the reader’s mind, that Rabshakeh is acting as a false prophet, doing himself what he 
characterises Hezekiah as doing.
14~ Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 433.
143 Ibid.
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4.3.5.3 Rabshakeh’s Blasphemy
The issue of w . 13b-15 and 18-20 is whether or not YHWH can deliver the 
city, with the central subsection (w.16-17) amounting to a parody of what YHWH 
did when he rescued from Egypt and brought Israel into the promised land, with the 
land where they will be exiled being dressed up as a new promised land.144 This 
must be understood as God-defying arrogance on Sennacherib's part, and his 'kind 
offer’ parodies and opposes the blessings promised by YHWH.
The final subsection of the speech (vv. 18-20) supplies the reason (as 
Rabshakeh sees it) why Hezekiah and his God cannot be trusted to effect the 
deliverance promised in w . 14-15,18a. The gross blasphemy of vv. 18-20, where 
YHWH is viewed as just another national god about to suffer inevitable defeat at 
the hand of the Assyrian king, makes this second speech as provocative to YHWH 
as the first was conciliatory, and this makes it quite a different speech to the first 
one. Rabshakeh is not speaking to Hezekiah (through his chosen representatives) 
but about Hezekiah to the people, and Hezekiah is characterised as “one who fully 
trusts the Lord and the promise that the king of Assyria will be halted and 
Jerusalem delivered by God”.14^ Rabshakeh speaks this way because he is arguing 
against Hezekiah’s public stance (the populace would possibly not know of any 
negotiations with the Egyptians if there were any).
To summarise, Rabshakeh’s second speech is disrespectful to Hezekiah, 
whose title of king is still withheld from him. It is not spoken to Hezekiah, but he 
is just as central to this speech, with repeated reference made to Hezekiah, such 
references being structurally significant. The Assyrian’s negative characterisation 
of Hezekiah as a deceiver is a leading feature of the speech, but only elevates him
Ackroyd, “An Interpretation,” 348; Miscall, Isaiah, 90; Smelik, “Distortion,” 80,81; 
and Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 339-344; p.342: “Rabshakeh’s second address 
completely turns Deuteronomic theology upside down.”
14~ Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 248.
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in the eyes of the reader. The God-like claims made by Sennacherib set him up as a 
blasphemer and a rival to YHWH the King.
4.3.6 Reaction by Judean Officials (36.21-22)
There is a question over who is silent in v.21a, the officials or the people on 
the wall.146 The people up to this point in the narrative have not spoken and so this 
may be the people’s continued silence. Rabshakeh in his second address has been 
seeking to divide people from king (v.l6a, “Do not listen to Hezekiah”), but v.21a 
may signal that his speech has not been effective, for the people do here what they 
have been instructed by their king (v.21b), and, on this construction, it favours the
people as the subject of v.21a flBTHm). On the other hand, nowhere else in the 
narrative are the people the subject of a verb, and as well Hezekiah could not have 
anticipated that Rabshakeh would directly address the people.147 The next verse 
goes on to name the three envoys (v.22a), with the possible implication that they 
are the subjects of the earlier verb
The noted silence (“But they were silent”) shows the loyalty and obedience 
to Hezekiah of the envoys (and/or people). In v.21b (“for” *0) the narrator gives an 
explicit account of the motive for their silence, and by this means moulds our 
attitude to the characters and prevents us from misinterpreting their actions. The 
motive for their silence is that they had been so commanded by the king (“l^ftH),
146 Webb, The Message o f Isaiah: On eagles’ wings (BST; Leicester: IVP, 1996) 149: “But 
the common people are not as easily swayed as the Assyrian expects them to be: they 
remain silent”. But Miscall says (.Isaiah, 90): “The delegation is silent and says nothing”; 
this is also the opinion of Sweeney (.Isaiah 1-39, 468). Perhaps Young’s caution is best, 
“The verb probably refers to the three envoys in the first place, but it is not clear that a 
reference to the men on the walls is entirely excluded” {Isaiah II, 470). Nelson 
characterises it as “the people’s silence” (First and Second Kings [Interpretation, A Bible 
Commentary for Teaching and Preaching; Louisville: John Knox Press, 1987] 239), doing
so since the Kings text specifies the subject (DUP! lETHPim). However, the specification 
in Kings does not necessarily decide the point for the Isaiah text, and Cogan and Tadmor 
{IIKings, 233) view “the people” as “an explanatory, but incorrect gloss” in Kings.
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noting that Hezekiah is thus designated by the narrator. They did not answer him a 
word ("H I inN UJT'N*?)148 because of the king’s command not to answer him 
(inayn *6). Rabshakeh is not privy to this explanation, and could well interpret it 
differently: that the officials have no argument in reply, or that he has won the 
propaganda war. The silence, being silence, could be variously interpreted.149 The 
explanation is given because it is open to misunderstanding. It amounts to another 
quoted speech of Hezekiah (“Do not answer him”), this time it being the narrator 
who provides the quotation.
Despite the fact that the narrative supplies no motivation for the command to 
silence, and indeed because of this, the commentators have not been slow to 
provide one. Seitz interprets the commanded silence as follows: “Hezekiah knows 
there can be no true conversation with a blasphemer; God alone must give answer 
to the boasts of the Assyrian (Smelik).”1M) Another attempted explanation of the 
command to silence is that the blunt demands made (vv.16-17) hardly give any 
room for negotiation. The command of the king, however, must have been given 
before the blasphemies,151 and v.22b would seem to imply that Hezekiah had not 
heard the address, for the envoys are recorded as conveying to Hezekiah the words
147 So also J. Meinhold, Die Jesajaerzahlungen: Jesaja 36-39: Eine historisch-kritische 
Untersuchung (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1898) 70.
148 The clause is no redundancy after “But they were silent”, for it connects with the 
wording of the king’s command (“Do not answer him”).
149
Silence, or a failure to answer, can mean any number of things, e.g. 1 Kgs 18.21, where 
the people’s non-answer ("12*1 inN DI7n may be either due to guilt or not
understanding the question (cf. BDB p. 361 for references to the Hiphil of ETUI).
150 Isaiah 1-39, 230 (cf. Smelik, “Distortion,” 80). This, too, is the view of Ackroyd, 
“Isaiah 36-39,” 11: “there is no answer from men to a blasphemer: the answer comes from 
God.”
151 As Long suggests (2 Kings, 216), v.21b may be understood in the sense of the English 
pluperfect.
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of Rabshakeh. Whatever the reason(s) in Hezekiah’s mind, the revelation that he
152commanded the silence means that the reason(s) must be found in Hezekiah.
In summary, then, the noted silence of the envoys (if that is what it is), the 
rending of their clothes, and their coming to Hezekiah, all point to their role as his 
representatives. We note the narrator's characterisation of Hezekiah as king (“the 
king ’s command"), after two speeches by Rabshakeh in which Hezekiah is denied 
his title. This is, according to Hobbs,153 the nadir of the fortunes of Hezekiah and 
Judah. The crisis is at its worst, and the king is yet to speak or act.
4.3.7 Hezekiah’s Reaction (37.1-2)
In 37.Iff the ‘hearing’ (UQStf) theme is one of special prominence, and is 
immediately introduced in v .la :154 “When King Hezekiah heard it (I7ES72)” (also 
w.4aa,4ap,6b,7,7,8b,9a,9b). We might expect such a theme, given the emphasis 
on speech in eh.36, with the one theme (hearing) being the logical inverse of the 
other (speaking). Hezekiah is the first to hear (the point of immediate relevance to 
the present study). Hezekiah wants God to hear, and later Sennacherib hears, but it 
all begins with Hezekiah’s hearing (v.l).
Revell views 37.1 (“When King Hezekiah heard it”) 155 as an example of 
where “the narrator draws attention to a name in connection with a significant event 
by the unexpected use of a compound designation soon after another designation of 
the same character.” Hezekiah is here designated “King Hezekiah”, whereas it was
152 The suggestion of Hobbs, then, cannot be accepted: that in the light of Rabshakeh’s 
boasting, “the people remain silent, almost convinced of the truth of his claims” (2 Kings 
[WBC 13; Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1985] 263).
153 2 Kings, 260.
154 Also noted by Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 33: “The narrative [37.1-20] is structured around 
four speeches. The motif of JJEE? “hearing” dominates them all” (addition mine). This 
may be a slight overstatement, with the root occurring only once in the letter (37.11) and 
twice in Hezekiah’s prayer (37.17,17). For a brief survey of the hearing theme in chs.36- 
37, see Conrad, Reading Isaiah, 69,70.
155 The Designation o f the Individual Expressive Usage in Biblical Narrative (Kampen: 
Kok Pharos, 1996) 78 (he actually refers to the corresponding verse in Kings).
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only in the previous verse (36.22) that the officials came to (dethroned) “Hezekiah" 
with the message. Hezekiah’s reception of the message and his reaction to it are 
thereby highlighted. Indeed the reader has been waiting for Hezekiah to hear, given 
that Rabshakeh’s first speech (36.4-10) was spoken as if to him (“Say to 
Hezekiah”), and his second speech (36.13b-20) was an attack on him as a deceiver 
(“Do not let Hezekiah deceive you” etc.). Further, Hezekiah has been quoted by his 
enemy (37.7a,b, 15,18), we wonder how accurately, but has not spoken for himself. 
This is the pivotal point in the story.156
4.3.7.1 Rent Clothes and Sackcloth
Hezekiah first responds to the crisis with actions, tearing his garments and 
covering himself with sackcloth (37.1). These are conventional signs of mourning, 
but also suggest that Hezekiah felt keenly what had happened. Such formulaic 
responses need not indicate empty gestures.157 They potentially reveal something
1 C O
about his mental state. It is clear that Hezekiah’s actions are a reaction to what is 
heard from the Assyrian (37.1a).
Fewell would interpret the tearing of clothes as another testimony to the 
Assyrian’s dominating role in the narrative, and so, in comparison, to Hezekiah’s 
helplessness.159 Smelik views the rending of clothes as his reaction on hearing “the 
sacrilegious words”,160 and Seitz, following Smelik, as a response to blasphemy, yet 
the comparisons he draws point rather to confession of sin.161 Oswalt views the
156 The same is indicated by the interpretative move to place the Masoretic paragraph
division (0) and the chapter division at this point.
157 Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation, 42.
158 See Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 51.
159 “Sennacherib’s Defeat,” 81.
160 “Distortion,” 80; cf. Ellul, the Politics o f God, 166.
161 Isaiah 1-39, 230: “just as Josiah does when the Book of the Law is read (II Kings 
22:11) and as Jehoiakim disdainfully refused to do upon hearing the word of Jeremiah (Jer. 
36:24; cf. 36:3).” The same two comparisons are drawn by Seitz on p.248. Even Seitz 
comments that Josiah’s rending of his clothes is, in part, because he was “aware of the
158
addition of sackcloth as a sign (mainly) of repentance and humiliation, “ and he 
goes on to say: “It is not clear how directly Hezekiah was implicated in the 
dependence upon Egypt (he is not named in any of the denunciations; cf. 28:14; 
30:1; 31:1; 33:10,11), but he could not have escaped some responsibility. In any 
case, he does not evade the issue. He is the king; if the nation is under judgment 
from God, then it is he who must be the first to repent of his own sin /’
A final decision on the significance of Hezekiah’s rending of clothes and
163donning of sackcloth, given that they are both equivocal gestures, potentially
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disobedience of his people” (p.248; italics mine; cf. 2 Kgs 22.13); cf. Zion’s Final Destiny,
74,114.
162" Isaiah 1-39, 644, and the biblical references he cites would support this identification, 
namely 1 Kgs 20.31,32; 21.27; Neh 9.1; Dan 9.3; Joel 1.13; Jon 3.6; Matt 11.21 (n.3); 
Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 279: “Word is brought to the king, who immediately 
reacts with penitence and seeking the Lord” (italics mine). Kaiser {Isaiah 13-39, 383) 
calls the donned sackcloth “penitential dress”, which emphasises the distress and the 
humble attitude, and offers 22.12 and 32.11 for comparison, along with Josh 7.6; Mic 1.8 
and Jer 4.8, however he then adds, “or to portray them as devout persons who have heard a 
blasphemy (cf. Matt. 26.65)”; and on p.389: they “have also heard the name of Yahweh 
blasphemed”. Kaiser, despite his dubiety, views the first possibility as the more probable. 
Again, on p.389, Kaiser calls the sack put on by Hezekiah, “the penitential garment” For 
sackcloth in Isaiah, see 3.24 (an aspect of the removal of women’s finery by God in the 
time of judgment); 15.3 (mourning rites over Moab’s destruction); 20.2 (sack worn by the 
prophet, and perhaps his normal clothing; we are not told the circumstances or the precise 
reasons for his wearing sackcloth, which he is commanded to take off); 22.12 (as sign of 
mourning [and penitence?] called for by God; what is the relation to the preceding 22.8b- 
11?); 37.1,2; 50.3 (a figurative use, the heavens being draped in sackcloth in a judgment
passage).
163 For the rending (JHp) of garments as (1) a gesture of grief and mourning (Gen 
37.29,34; 44.13; Josh 7.6; Judg 11.35; 1 Sam 1.2; 4.12; 2 Sam 1.11; 3.31; 13.19,31; 15.32; 
2 Kgs 2.12; 5.7; 6.30; Esth 4.1; Job 1.20; 2.12; Jer 41.5 [?]); (2) an expression of horror 
(Num 14.6; 2 Kgs 5.7,8; 11.12; 2 Chron 23.13); and (3) a sign of penitence (1 Kgs 21.27; 2 
Kgs 22.11,19; 2 Chron 34.19,27; Ezr 9.3,5; Jer 36.24; Joel 2.13). For the wearing of 
sackcloth (pt!?) as (1) a symbol of mourning and lamentation (Gen 37.34; 2 Sam 3.31; 2 
Kgs 6.30; Esth 4.1,2,3,4; Job 16.15; Pss 30.12; 35.13; 69.12; Isa 3.24; 15.3; 22.12; 50.3; 
Jer 4.8; 6.26; 48.37; 49.3; Lam 2.10; Ezek 7.18; 27.31; Joel 1.8,13; Amos 8.10); (2) a sign 
of penitence and humiliation (1 Kgs 20.31,32; 21.27; 1 Chron 21.16; Neh 9.1; Isa 58.5; 
Dan 9.2; Jon 3.5,6,8) (3) an element of public protest may be present in 2 Sam 21.10; 2 
Kgs 6.30; Esth 4.Iff; Dan 9.3; see L.G. Kerr, “Sackcloth,” in The International Standard 
Bible Encyclopedia: Volume Four Q-Z (ed. G.W. Bromiley; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
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expressing different types of sorrow, will have to await the analysis of the words of 
Hezekiah’s message in 37.3-4.
4.3.7.2 Sending to Isaiah
Hezekiah has been mentioned many times in the narrative up to this point, 
but it is only now (37.2), with the notice of the delegation sent by Hezekiah to 
Isaiah, that the prophet’s existence (within the narrative) is acknowledged,164 
though to be fair, the reader has heard (ironic) echoes of his prophetic message 
though the speeches of Rabshakeh. Hezekiah is a much more prominent character 
than is Isaiah, and indeed it is the present request of Hezekiah that brings Isaiah into 
the story. As well, in contrast to Hezekiah, Isaiah never speaks for himself, but 
always functions as an agent, a prophetic mouthpiece. He has no independent role 
of his own but is only allowed to represent YHWH.
Gerbrandt concurs with Childs who has argued that 2 Kgs 19.9b-35 (// Isa 
37.9b-36) is a prophetic legend, “only the center of attention is the king rather than 
the prophet.” 163 As Gerbrandt points out,166 in both halves of the united account of 
chs.36-37, it is Hezekiah who is at the centre. “These are not prophetic legends, as 
has often been suggested, since they say relatively little about the prophet himself. 
The focus of attention is on King Hezekiah, and what he does upon receiving the 
Assyrian ultimatum.” Thus the central place of the king’s response between 
Assyrian demands and prophetic oracles is to be noted. In each case Hezekiah’s 
response is followed by an oracle from Isaiah. “These oracles do not play as
1988) 256; and (4) an unexplained meaning (Isa 20.2). A few of the above listed 
occurrences could be reassigned to a different category, but the point established is that the 
two examined gestures are in and of themselves equivocal.
164 Cf. Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 266: “His very existence is not even known until 
[2 Kgs] 19.2” (the Kings equivalent of the present verse; addition mine).
165 Deuteronomistic History, 74 citing Childs, Assyrian Crisis, 101.
166 Deuteronomistic History, 83. Again, p.82: “At the center of each account [Bj and B2] 
is King Hezekiah, and the way he responds to the challenge” (addition mine).
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significant a role in the whole narrative as their extent might suggest. The oracles
1
largely affirm Hezekiah’s response'’.
Hezekiah goes into (NDV1) “the house of YHWH" (v.2b), as he will again do
in v.14 below (using however, ^JTI) for the purpose of prayer.168 The indirect 
presentation of character occurs where instead of mentioning a trait, it displays and 
exemplifies it in various ways, for example by action. Hezekiah’s immediate resort 
to “the house of YHWH” in a crisis (v.2) suggests piety and dependence on God. 
When it becomes habitual (cf. v.14), as it does if we add the desire and request of 
38.20,22, it suggests such a character trait. The association of divine kingship and 
the temple in the book of Isaiah goes back to ch.6. The significance of Hezekiah’s 
resort to the temple will be more fully revealed as the story continues.
In summary then, it is the reaction of King Hezekiah (so designated), for 
which the reader has for so long waited, that is strongly featured, though its 
meaning is enigmatic, and must remain so until we hear him speak. His immediate 
resort to “the house of YHWH” is a link to the theme of the kingship of God.
167 Gerbrandt, Deuteronomistic History, 84; p.85: “At the center of these narratives was 
King Hezekiah, the pious righteous king who trusted Yahweh in a time of crisis, and 
whom history vindicated.” Cf. Christof Hardmeier, Prophetie im Streit vor dem Untergang 
Judas. Erzählkommunikative Studien zur Entstehungssituation der Jesaja- und 
Jeremiaerzählungen in II Reg 18-20 und Jer 37-40 (BZAW 187; Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter, 1990) 1, who (following Wildberger) refers to the material in 2 Kgs 18-20 as the 
“Hiskija-Jesaja-Erzählungen”, and supplies his reasons (n.l). Seitz expresses approval, 
seeing this as superior to the customary designation as “Isaiah legends”, because of the 
recognition of the centrality of the king and his ministers in the narrative (Zion 's Final
Destiny, 105).
168 There is no record of prayer by Hezekiah at this point, though it is often assumed, e.g. 
Webb {Isaiah, 150) interprets it as indicating that Hezekiah did pray: “he both asked for 
prayer and prayed himself’. Kaiser more accurately notes that the visit of Hezekiah to the 
temple in 37.2, unlike that later in 37.14, is not followed by prayer {Isaiah 13-39, 382; 
similarly p.389). The request for Isaiah to prayer (v.4b) would also seem to count against 
the idea that Hezekiah prayed at this point, as would a comparison with 37.15ff where an 
actual prayer is recorded.
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4.3.8 Hezekiah’s Request (37.3-4)
The message from Hezekiah is prefaced by “Thus says Hezekiah” (v.3a), 
where “King” is not used, and it is an example, so Revell, of disregard which 
represents deference to an addressee who is not a subject, for Hezekiah's envoys 
address a plea to Isaiah representing God.169 At this stage we only hear Hezekiah’s 
words through the officials (w.3-4), who speak the words they are commissioned 
to transmit. They speak, not Hezekiah himself, though it is not possible to detect a 
difference in viewpoint between Hezekiah and his messengers, so that the words 
from their lips can be safely used to furnish material for the characterisation of 
Hezekiah. Sennacherib (through Rabshakeh) has spoken to and about Hezekiah 
(36.4-10,13-20), now Hezekiah returns the compliment.
4.3.8.1 The Day of Distress
The accumulation in 37.3a of three more or less synonymous words creates 
an effect of emphasis (“a day of distress, of rebuke, and of disgrace”), underlining 
the extremity of the situation.
According to Darr’s analysis of these three words, in which she particularly 
wants to bring out their relation to the following proverb, the first JT125 (“distress”) 
appears in a simile about birth pangs (Jer 49.24; cf. Jer 4.31). In the BDB listing 
(II T122, p.865) it is suggested that a Hiphil form of the root referred specifically to 
labour pains (Jer 48.41; 49.22). Darr says the noun “is particularly appropriate in 
this context, therefore, since it presages Hezekiah’s proverb situation and...his own 
plight depicted figuratively.” 170 Hull, thinking in terms of wordplays (which
inevitably have an element of free-play), sees in iT125 a possible reminiscence of 
“1125 (“siege”), suggestive of that in which the crisis consists (cf. 2 Kgs 18.9 “12T1), 
with Jerusalem under (verbal) siege, and of “122 (“enemy”), with Sennacherib their
Designation, 130,131.
170 • . . .“No Strength to Deliver,” 243 n.39 (suspension points mine).
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171 • •enemy threatening the city, however this hardly decides whether the distress is 
deserved or undeserved.
Concerning the next word, ¡HIDITI, “this word is suggestive of what God is 
doing to Hezekiah and his nation; i.e., chastening them for relying on Egyptian 
aid/' The root’s repetition, however, in the next verse (v.4), may suggest another 
nuance, that it is the Assyrians that are in need of rebuke, so the word raises the 
question of who is being rebuked. Is Hezekiah admitting guilt or casting blame, 
such as he does on Sennacherib in the verse following (v.4)? The reuse of the same
root (nnmm/rram) would suggest that the latter view is the better view. Thus 
v.3 states the problem (using the noun), and v.4 the projected solution (using the 
cognate verb), so that the punishment of the Assyrians will fit their crime. On the 
other hand, in the v.3 sequence, between “distress” and “disgrace”, it may be that it 
is Hezekiah and the people of Judah that have suffered rebuke. Hos 5.9 (in BDB 
p.407 listing) uses the same expression: “in the day of rebuke (¡U lD iri DVD)”, 
which speaks of the time of divine judgment.
With regard to the third word, ¡122 N2, this feminine word from the root 
(“to spurn, contemn”) probably, so Darr,174 means “contempt”, that being the king 
of Assyria’s attitude (as revealed by the words of Rabshakeh) toward Hezekiah and 
YHWH, though Young,175 interprets it differently: “now the theocratic nation is 
contemned of Yahweh”, and Young’s understanding is more in line with the
171 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 347,348.
172 Darr, “No Strength to Deliver,” 243 n.40; cf. Motyer, The Prophecy of Isaiah, 279: 
“Distress expresses the fact of adversity, rebuke its nature as merited trouble” (italics 
Motyer’s). However, according to Gonçalves {L’expédition, 417), “cette interprétation 
s’accorde mal avec l’ensemble du récit, notamment avec l’oracle d’Isaïe (vv.6-7) et avec la 
conclusion”, and he discusses the term at length (pp.417-419).
This appears to be the opinion of Watts {Isaiah 34-66, 34): “The term here implies that 
this is a day that calls for Yahweh’s intervention....It is a day for decision, for rebuke by 
God” (suspension points mine); cf. Beuken, Isaiah II/2, 357.
174 “No Strength to Deliver,” 41.
175 Isaiah II, 473.
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previous two words. On the other hand, Long renders it as a “[day of] disgraceful 
things'’, a phrase by which Hezekiah hints, according to Long, at moral rebuke, 
not of the victims who suffer, but of those who inflict the suffering (comparing the 
usage in Ezek 35.12).
What is clear from this attempted analysis of these three words is that they 
have been variously interpreted by the commentators,177 and that the words are 
multivalent. The three words by themselves cannot decide whether fault is being 
admitted by Hezekiah at this point. The evaluation of Hezekiah is central to this 
narrative, but, at the same time, the reader is not in an easy position with regard 
to making an evaluation.
4.3.8.2 The Birth Metaphor
The literal assessment of the crisis (v.3a) is followed by a traditional saying 
or proverb: “Babes are positioned for birth, but there is no strength to deliver” 
(v.3b; Darr’s translation ). Hezekiah, explains Darr, correlates Jerusalem’s 
inhabitants with endangered babies and himself, along with his advisors, with the 
helpless women. The implication for Darr is that the policies which Hezekiah and 
his advisors have pursued are unable to effect the needed deliverance. There is 
an admission of weakness on Hezekiah’s part, there is no strength (J"D), but that is 
not the same as an admission of culpability, though it may well be a metaphor for 
something else. The proverb describes weakness (and Hezekiah’s weakness in the
2 Kings, 216.
177 A point acknowledged by Beuken, Isaiah II/'2, 357.
178 Cf. Hull, Hezekiah — Saint and sinner, 435.
1 70
“No Strength to deliver,” 220; see pp.221-223 for indicators that Hezekiah’s words
should be classified as a proverb, either well-known or newly created.
180 “No Strength to Deliver,” 227.
1 8 1 *Darr is candid in her admission that Hezekiah is not earlier singled out for criticism for 
participation in rebellion (“No Strength to Deliver,” 227 n.22; Isaiah’s Vision, 254 n.15), 
but nonetheless she still insists that the proverb understood within its Isaian context 
“functions as the confession of a now-powerless monarch who, violating the expressed
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t • • • • • 189dire situation is obvious enough), but does it go further, providing a metaphoric 
depiction of fault?
4.3.8.3 The Request Proper
With regard to the request itself, the tentativeness of Hezekiah in v.4 is to be 
noted: “It may be” or “Perhaps” the force of which may carry over into the
latter part of the verse as well (“and perhaps he will rebuke...”). A lack of 
confidence on Hezekiah’s part is further indicated by “/ /  you will lift a prayer”
(Watts' translation of n R t^ l184), making Hezekiah’s request of Isaiah very
tentative indeed -  possible confirmation that sin is being uncovered and admitted at
1 o r
this point in the narrative.
The twice repeated “your God” in Hezekiah’s appeal to YHWH through the
1 86prophet (v.4a) may bear a similar significance, with Hezekiah admitting that he 
has not been trusting God, or at least has “no special claim on God”. Or it may 
simply be that it is used because the prophet, as a prophet, has a closer connection 
to God.188
policy of Yahweh’s prophet, has chosen willingly to rely on his own strength and that of
his allies” {Isaiah’s Vision, 215).
182" Oswalt {Isaiah I -39, 645 n.5) notes the emphatic first positioning of “strength” within 
its clause (v.3b vk roi).
183 Hobbs (2 Kings, 265; italics mine), noting “the marked hesitation and pessimism of 
Hezekiah”.
184 Isaiah 34-66, 31; literally “and you will lift a prayer”, dependent on (v.4a) as 
well.
185 Childs, noting that the request for intercession is given “with utmost reserve and even 
timidity”, views this as part of Hezekiah’s great deference to the prophet {Assyrian Crisis,
90).
186 J.J.M. Roberts has noted a similar strategic use of pronouns in Isaiah’s exchange with 
Ahaz in 7.11,13 (“Isaiah and his Children,” in Biblical and Related Studies Presented to 
Samuel Iwry [eds. A. Kort and S. Moschauser; Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 1985] 
197); cf. 1 Sam 15.30, where it is part of Saul’s (belated) admission of sin.
187 Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 641.
188 Young’s comment on the expression “your God” is: “Perhaps too, his language implies 
that he and his people have not been as faithful to God as has Isaiah” {Isaiah II, 475).
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The basis of Hezekiah’s appeal is also of relevance. A reference to “the 
living God'’, which in the OT consciously contrasts God with idols who are the 
gods of the nations (Pss 42.3; 84.3; Jer 5.2; 10.10 etc.) is used again by Hezekiah 
when he himself prays (cf. 37.17), and the contrast is an important theme in chs.36 
and 37, given their ending “in the house of Nisroch his [Sennacherib’s] god" 
(37.18). Hezekiah here bases his appeal “only on the possibility that the Lord will 
stand by his own honour”, the Assyrian king having mocked him. There is no 
appeal to any personal righteous record (cf. 38.3).
Further to this, now scrutinising the words of Hezekiah, it is to be noted that 
it is not itself a prayer, but a request for prayer. Darr views 37.3-4 as “the strategic 
confession of a powerless monarch”,190 and understands Hezekiah’s request for 
prayer, rather than praying himself, as a sign of alienation from God.191 Darr thus 
interprets things a little differently than Fewell, who interprets Hezekiah’s act of 
requesting prayer in terms of weakness rather than sinfulness. He does not pray, 
because he cannot pray; he is too unworthy to pray -  is this the inference that the 
reader is to draw?
On the other hand, there are features of the wording of Hezekiah’s request 
that reflect well upon his character. (1) The expression “to mock (^prf?) the living
On) God” is reused in the actual prayer of Hezekiah when he himself does pray 
(37.17). This is the first of a series of wordplays on the name of Sennacherib 
pnmo), as noted by Garsiel,192 where the name of Israel’s foe is exploited to 
suggest a correlation with his deeds (and his fate, as we shall see below). The 
correlation is not mere cleverness or embellishment, but serves the serious literary 
purpose of confirming the accuracy and justice of Hezekiah’s scathing evaluation of
189 Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 279.
190 “No Strength to Deliver,” 242.
191 “No Strength to Deliver,” 242-246.
192 Biblical Names: A Literary Study o f Midrashic Derivations and Puns (translation 
revised and enlarged edition; Ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press, 1991) 46,47.
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Sennacherib's words. (2) Hezekiah has the honour of being the first to define the 
situation as a struggle between YHWH and mocking Sennacherib, and as the 
narrative continues, especially into its second half (37.8ff), this will become its 
narrow concern. Hezekiah is the mouthpiece for the ideology of the story.191 
Certainly the emphasis in v.4 is on the Assyrian’s blasphemy in regarding YHWH 
as just another god. (3) As well, “what one character says about another may 
characterize not only the one spoken about but also the one who speaks”.194 
Hezekiah’s characterisation of the transmitted words of Sennacherib, the 
interpretation he places on the Assyrian king’s sentiments and what he finds 
repulsive in his wording, tells the reader as much about Hezekiah as it does about 
Sennacherib whom he purports to describe. The godliness of Hezekiah is shown by 
his shock at the Assyrian’s mockery of the living God.
In summary then, until this point in the narrative, Hezekiah has only been 
quoted by others (36.7a,b, 15,18 are things his Assyrian opponent purported 
Hezekiah to have said), the one exception being the all too brief and cryptic “Do 
not answer him” supplied by the narrator (36.21), however, now Hezekiah speaks 
(though, like Sennacherib, only mediated through the voice of representatives), and 
so only now can the actions and character of Hezekiah begin to be properly 
assessed. There are indications within the royal request for prayer that fault may be 
admitted on the part of the king (maybe even an admission of tacit involvement in 
foreign alliances), namely: the words used to describe the day of crisis (though the 
terms are ambivalent); the possible implications of the birth metaphor; the 
tentativeness of the request, Hezekiah’s way of referring to God (“your God”), and 
the basis of the appeal. Hezekiah’s is, however, a mixed characterisation, given his 
godly shock at Assyrian blasphemies. The king is made the mouthpiece for the
193 Long, 2 Kings, 217: “At this point, Hezekiah defines the issue as blasphemy against 
God, not military threat against Jerusalem.”
194 Shlomith, Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics (London and 
New York: Methuen, 1983) 64; cf. Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 59-61.
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ideology of the narrative. Given all this, it is not easy either to apportion blame to 
Hezekiah or to wholeheartedly commend him.
4.3.9 Isaiah’s Response (37.5-7)
Isaiah is requested to pray (v.4b), but there is no record of any prayer by the 
prophet,19' which would have substantially contributed to the characterisation of the 
prophet (cf. 37.16-20; 38.3,10-20), but instead Isaiah, as elsewhere in chs.36-39, 
merely acts as God's mouthpiece. Isaiah basically disappears behind the words of 
YHWH whom he speaks for, and never speaks on his own behalf. As such, though 
to be classified as a major character, Isaiah is only “a type”,196 fulfilling a 
stereotypical role. He is nothing more than a prophetic mouthpiece. Isaiah is even 
less of a character than Rabshakeh who, though a spokesman as well, can speak his 
own words too (e.g., 36.12, in response to the spontaneous request of the Judean 
envoys). In contrast to Isaiah, Hezekiah is a complex character whose actions and 
words must be carefully weighed if they are to be properly understood.
Isaiah (on behalf of YHWH) calls on Hezekiah to “fear not” (R TTP^K ), a 
formula often addressed to kings in situations of war.197 The object of fear is 
introduced by MDft, “the words” (D T"D “in ; cf. 37.4) that Hezekiah “heard” from 
Sennacherib. Hezekiah was concerned whether God would “hear” the blasphemy 
(v.4), but what is here expressed is God’s concern that Hezekiah has heard it and 
become frightened. Again it is Hezekiah’s reaction that is highlighted.
Isaiah may use a different word but he is equally damning with his labelling
of what the Assyrian said as ‘reviling’ (v.6b *]"!}) in place of ‘mocking’ (Ppn). In 
this way the prophet concurs with the earlier valuation of Hezekiah (v.4) and even 
strengthens it by the use of a synonym. The two words are used as a word pair in
195 As also noted by Isaac Kalimi, “Literary-Chronological Proximity in the Chronicler’s 
Historiography,” PTXLIII,3 (1993) 330 n.35; Motyer {The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 279) has 
his own explanation for his apparent failure to pray.
196 Cf. Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 266.
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1 Q O  t
37.23 (DD“I31 n E nn), in the same order as here (w.4,6). There is scarcely any 
doubt that in putting these evaluations into the mouths of Hezekiah and Isaiah, and 
especially with Isaiah being a prophet,199 that the narrator’s opinion of Assyrian’s 
speeches is being expressed and conveyed to the reader. The narrative is full of the 
evaluation of one character’s speech by other characters, but this would seem to be 
an authoritative evaluation.
The basis of assurance is introduced by (v.7a), namely, that YHWH
would cause Sennacherib to return to his own land and cause his death. Isaiah
makes no prediction about the devastation of the Assyrian army (the verse is silent
on that point); the whole focus is on the fate of mocking Sennacherib. Within v.6
there are some six references (under the guise of “he/him”) to Sennacherib, either
as subject of a verb or as pronominal suffix:200
“Behold I will put a spirit in him (12),”
“and he shall hear (JJftCtfl) a rumour”
“and [he shall] return 
“to his land” (ISHK)
“and I will make him fall (V D /D m ) by the sword”
“in his own land (12nK3)”
It is predicted that Sennacherib will fall “by the sword” (21113), but the 
reader must wait until 37.38 for that, where two of his sons “slew him with the 
sword” (m rQ ) . There is a pun with the word used for Sennacherib’s crime (^TPI)
See Edgar W. Conrad, Fear Not Warrior, 34-37, 52-62.
198 BDB p. 154 notes them as parallel in 37.23.
199 See Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 84.
200 This prepares for the focus on Sennacherib in Isaiah’s oracles (37.2Iff). Hull argues 
that there is deliberate ambiguity in the announcement, such that the first three statements 
(minus “to his land”) might apply to Rabshakeh (Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 353-357), 
but this is not necessitated by Rabshakeh being the subject of the verbs 3EH and in 
v.8 (though Hull has other arguments too). Another explanation will be offered below.
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resembling God's instrument of punishment p*"in), both being midrashic name 
derivations (MND) from Sennacherib p 'H nJO ),202 which significantly anticipates 
his fate (m il) .  Isaiah does not use *]“)!!, but the other component term (*1*13) of 
the virtual word pair,201 and as noted by Garsiel,204 the correspondences between 
names and plot materials must strengthen the reader’s sense that the development of 
incidents is not accidental, and that the course of events was known in advance and 
could be hinted at in the names of people. There is an implied theological 
background which insists that order and providence exist in the world, so that the 
story world cannot be viewed as an arbitrary string of events, but the outworking of 
a divine plan concealed in the names of participants. The punning begins at this 
point in the plot, before its demonstrated outworking in 37.8ff. The names in the 
plot should not be regarded as arbitrary signs, but contain connotative derivations 
which are pertinent to the plot. We will show that there is a correspondence 
between names and plot materials in the case of the names of Sennacherib, 
Hezekiah and Isaiah.
A long delay occurs in the fulfilment of Isaiah’s prophecy of doom, even 
though its wording (v.7a, “Behold’') would suggest immediacy. Such a note of 
immediacy is highly appropriate to the situation, which is one of crisis. No speedy 
deliverance takes place -  though a speedy beginning of deliverance does (cf. v.8).
901
201 Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 357-360, who is dependent on the work of Garsiel 
{Biblical Names, 38: “the Bible tends to create a correlation between the meaning of a 
name and the historical destiny of its owner.”)
909 Garsiel, Biblical Names, 46,47.
203 Garsiel {Biblical Names, 107,108) gives examples of the use of the other component in 
a word pair to shape a tacit MND.
204 “Homiletic Name-Derivations as a Literary Device in the Gideon Narrative: Judges VI- 
VII,” fTXLIII,3 (1993) 317. He draws similar conclusions in another study, “Puns upon 
Names as a Literary Device in 1 Kings 1-2,” Bib 72 (1991) 385,386.
205 m n  plus participle C|rVI3) means “I am about to give”, as an immediate future action 
(Hobbs, 2 Kings, 275), or “I am (even now) giving”, calling attention to what the speaker 
is already doing (Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 31,35).
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The terminology of v.7a and Slltf) is immediately taken up and used in v.8, 
where it records that Rabshakeh “returned” (SET*)) and “heard” (UQttf), so that 
Rabshakeh, if not his master (yet), begins to act out the words of Isaiah’s prophecy. 
True enough, it is not a ‘return’ to his land and not the ‘hearing’ of a rumour, but it 
is not as if nothing is happening. The fact that 37.8 immediately follows 37.7 
(nothing being allowed to intrude) also forges a connection. In v.9 it is twice said 
that Sennacherib “heard” (J70EH), the king, rather than Rabshakeh, being the 
presumed subject of the verbs. If there is a narrative lack of clarity as to who is 
being referred to, it is because of Rabshakeh’s representative role: earlier he 
spoke for his royal master and now appears to act in his master’s place (DET*)). It is 
clear enough that it is the king who sends the messengers (v.9b; cf. 36.2), and even 
in v.9a it is the king who hears (the RSV  supplying “the king” to make the subject 
explicit), given what is noted as heard: “He [Tirhakah] has set out to fight against 
yoxi\ Isaiah’s prediction njJIQEj NftE?1 (“and he will hear a rumour”) is fulfilled in
v.9a (“he heard concerning Tirhakah” [ n p m iV 1?!? J?»EH]),207 with YHWH using 
Sennacherib’s tactics on Sennacherib himself, with that king, like Hezekiah, 
susceptible to the power of what he hears.208 V.7 leads us to expect a sudden 
turning of the tables (Sennacherib’s return home and violent death), with v.8 
proving something of a disappointment to the reader, yet shared vocabulary by both 
verses hints that at least something is happening.
206 Cf. Beuken (.Isaiah 11/2, 360): “The behaviour of Sennacherib’s servant caricatures that
of his master”.
207 As earlier pointed out by Smelik (“Distortion,” 77), who notes that Stade also made the 
connection (“Anmerkungen,” 174), but his approach and conclusions are different. As H. 
Leene remarks (“ITH en niTlOT in Jesaja 37,7: Een kwestie van verhaalhorizon,” ACEBT 
4 [1983] 52), nowhere in v.7 is it said that Sennacherib returned to Assyria due to internal
troubles in Mesopotamia.
208 Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 37: “The Assyrian who uses propaganda well is also highly 
susceptible to it.”
As the prophet delivers the divine oracle, different perspectives come into 
play in the narrative at this point. The Assyrians are ignorant of the oracle yet they 
unknowingly begin to act out its terms. Hezekiah and his messengers with their 
limited knowledge remain ignorant of how exactly this will work out, and must be 
satisfied with a progressive discovery of God’s benevolent control, as must the 
reader who shares the informational limitations of the Judean king and officials. 
This has the effect of aligning the viewpoint of the reader with that of Hezekiah. 
There is no need for delay in showing God at his invisible work and so v.8 follows 
immediately, but this will not dampen reader interest for it proves to be only the 
beginning of the fulfilment of the divine prediction.
To sum up, the present section is consistent with the story’s general focus on 
kingship. Isaiah the prophet speaks about the fate of one king (Sennacherib) to 
another king (Hezekiah) whose own fate would seem to be in the balance. Isaiah's 
exhortation to “fear not” is one addressed often to kings in a state of war. Isaiah in 
effect concurs with Hezekiah’s earlier voiced valuation of Sennacherib’s words as 
mockery of YHWH. The prophet makes no prediction about the devastating army, 
rather the focus of his prophecy is the fate of the mocking king.
4.4 The Turn of Events (37.8-9a)
The summary (vv.8,9a) indicates, so Fewell,209 that Hezekiah’s request has 
been at least partially effective, and that Isaiah’s oracle is already in the process of 
fulfilment, for Sennacherib begins to lose control of the situation. Hull is another 
who sees the narrator as covertly supplying the reader with the information that the 
tide has begun to turn,210 the pertinent point for our study being that another king 
comes out to oppose Sennacherib.
Another king, here Cushite, features in this narrative about kings. Tirhakah 
under the generic title “the king of Egypt” has earlier been derided in the speech of
209 “Sennacherib’s Defeat,” 82.
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Rabshakeh (36.6,9). Tirhakah is now the subject of something that Sennacherib 
“heard'’, again under a generic royal title (“the king of Cush”), but this king never 
materialises as a physical threat within the action of the narrative.
The narrative purpose of introducing Tirhakah is not stated in so many 
words, but we may discern a number of literary factors: (1) one is retardation, this 
being one of the ways that the narrator seeks to enhance the suspense, for he 
appears initially to be an agent of YHWH, but by the end of the narrative it is 
apparent that he is not.212 (2) His appearance gives possible evidence in favour of 
what Rabshakeh had claimed about Hezekiah relying on Egyptian support, so that 
Tirhakah comes, right on cue, to rescue ‘his ally’. (3) It brings another king into this 
narrative of competing kings. (4) It shows how easily Sennacherib is disturbed by 
news of an Egyptian advance, and that after all the mockery by Rabshakeh about 
the weakness of Egypt. V.9a informs the reader of what the king of Assyria 
“heard” (giving his viewpoint), and that this is what made Sennacherib do what is 
narrated in v.9b (rfPBh ¡JftETI),213 his “rushed second approach” to Hezekiah, as 
Watts calls it,214 Sennacherib apparently wanting to finalise Hezekiah’s surrender 
so that he could concentrate his energies on the new threat posed by Tirhakah. (5) It
215raises the possibility that Jerusalem might be delivered by foreign aid after all, 
though it proves to be an instance of the biblical narrator’s art of misdirection.
To sum up then, the introduction of another king, Tirhakah, to momentarily 
challenge Sennacherib, one of a number of factors that signal a weakening of the
210 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 419.
211 So Smelik, “Distortion,” 89 n.51, though he cites and criticises Kaiser for thinking that 
retardation was the only purpose for introducing Tirhakah.
212 Cf. Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 268.
213 This makes v.9a dependent on v.9b, and the resumptive (?) UEETI at v.9ba is placed 
immediately before “and he sent messengers”, and translators often supply subordinating 
words, hence the RSV: “And when he heard it, he sent...”.
214
215
Isaiah 34-66, 35.
Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 244.
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Assyrian king’s dominant position, fits within a narrative in which kings compete 
with one another.
4.5 Scenic Presentation: Hezekiah Delivered (37.9b-35)
Sennacherib’s letter marks the beginning of a new major section. Yet again 
Sennacherib “sent’ here unnamed messengers, as in 36.2 he sent (n^2T1)
Rabshakeh. This is the first time that we hear the Assyrian king directly 
The (virtual) elimination of speaking messengers for the kings has the effect of 
bringing the underlying conflict to a head. The Judean envoys disappear from the 
narrative, with Hezekiah receiving the Assyrian letters (D*HSOn) from the hand of 
the messengers (37.14), and Hezekiah speaks to YHWH directly (37.14ff). The 
effect is to centralise the lone figure of Hezekiah, who without props or assistance 
“fights the battle of faith alone”. This serves to convey the mocking words of 
Sennacherib fairly directly to YHWH, though with Hezekiah being the instrument 
for this. YHWH speaks more directly, reducing Isaiah’s role in comparison with 
37.5-7. The very long speech of Isaiah, speaking for and as YHWH, causes the 
persona of the prophet to fade from view. All that the reader is conscious of is 
YHWH speaking (mostly) to Sennacherib, though the prophecy is for Hezekiah
(v.21), and the latter part of it is spoken as to him (w.30ff, *"|b). All this has the 
effect of bringing YHWH and Sennacherib together in a head-to-head clash. 
Finally YHWH acts against the Assyrian army without any human intermediary 
(37.36) and dispatches Sennacherib using the most unlikely human agents (37.38). 
The initial clash of earthly kings is shown to be preparatory to this final conflict. It 
is not the kingship of “Hezekiah king of Judah” that is the highest concern of the 
narrative but rather the universal kingship of YHWH which Sennacherib has dared
216 Childs, Assyrian Crisis, 99.
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parody and challenge. The implications of this for Hezekiah’s own kingship will be 
explored and clarified by chs.38 and 39.
Sennacherib sends “messengers” ( CON^D) to Hezekiah (v.9b) and YHWH 
will send his angel (¡TUT in 37.36 to devastate the Assyrian army, the one
being the answer to the other (marking an inclusio around the second half of the 
narrative). can play a role in biblical narrative in conveying or making
public the royal word, so that in terms of the narrative before us Sennacherib is 
again caught ‘playing God’ who is thought of in kingly terms.
4.5.1 Sennacherib’s Letter (37.9b-13)
Among factors that make this second attempt at persuasion by Sennacherib 
different from the first,219 Sennacherib grants Hezekiah his title (“Hezekiah king of 
Judah”, v.10 cf. 36.4). It is given, seemingly, as the expense of his own -  due to 
the fact that Sennacherib himself speaks, there is no elaborate messenger formula 
with its impressive epithet (“Thus says the great king, the king of Assyria”, cf. 
36.4). As well, this letter has an even greater focus on kings and kingship. The 
more polite address to Hezekiah only prepares for reference to the king of Hamath, 
the king of Arpad, etc. (v.13), whose collective impotence before Assyrian kings is 
meant to stand as a warning to the “king of Judah”.221 These are the place names
Hull {Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 304): “By the end of Isaiah’s YHWH speech, 
everyone has disappeared from view except YHWH, the authoritative source behind the 
message, and Sennacherib, the subject of the speech.”
218 E.g. 1 Sam 16.19; 2 Kgs 1.2; 14.8; Brettler {God is King, 100) specifically compares 2 
Kgs 19.9 (//Isa 37.9).
219 Long notes that Sennacherib’s deputation from Libnah appears as “as second effort on
his part” (2 Kings, 191; italics Long’s).
220 Oswalt explains this is the following manner: “since the purpose is not to discredit
Hezekiah in the eyes of the people but to discredit God in the eyes of Hezekiah, Hezekiah
is given the courtesy title ‘king’, which was denied him in the earlier challenge” {Isaiah 1-
39, 650).
2 2 1 *An inclusio is formed around the message by “king of Judah” (v.10) and v.13 with its 
reference to different kings (three times “king o f’; 1*70 is used a total of six times in the 
speech).
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earlier in 36.19: Hamath, Arpad, Sepharvaim (and Hena and Ivvah are used in the 2 
Kings [18.34] parallel to Isa 36.19), but now it is the kings not the gods of the 
places that are spoken of. In this way, the present speech is made even more 
threatening to Hezekiah.222 The letter that was sent to him (v.9b), and addressed to 
him (v.10), and was received by him (v.14 below), also by its contents displays a 
direct relevance to him as king.
Yet, at the same time, the letter is even more disrespectful to God (if that 
were possible), for in v.lOa Sennacherib says: “Do not \q{ your God on whom you 
rely deceive you QXEP)”, whereas earlier he said (36.14): “Do not let Hezekiah 
deceive you (Nttfv ■l,K)”223 and then the deceiver’s speech is quoted (v.lOb 
cf. 36.15,18a). This, then, is no repetition of previous arguments, for Sennacherib 
is not disputing Hezekiah’s words about God, but instead YHWH’s own words to 
Hezekiah. This amounts to a direct challenge to YHWH’s words, and the claim by 
Sennacherib that he, not YHWH, holds the ultimate power to decide the fate of 
Jerusalem.224 Sennacherib’s view is that there is no difference between YHWH and 
the gods of the nations his forefathers conquered (v.12). The ban mentioned in v.l 1 
(“destroying them utterly [□D’-innb]” ) puts a religious interpretation on the 
conquests of the Assyrians, denoting the act of destroying the spoils of war as a 
holy sacrifice to their Assyrian gods, and so this becomes an even more pointed 
criticism of Hezekiah’s God.
What, then, does the letter reveal, from the viewpoint of Sennacherib, of the 
character of Hezekiah at this point in the narrative? It is not to be assumed, despite 
Motyer, that Hezekiah had replied to Rabshakeh’s speech, for the non-reply of
Cf. Smelik, “Distortion,” 81; Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 250.
223 Smelik (“Distortion,” 81): “It is clear that this is even more blasphemous than the 
words of Rabshakeh.”
224 Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 471.
22~ Young, Isaiah II, 480; Hobbs, 2 Kings, 277.
226 The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 280.
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Hezekiah to Assyrian demands and threats (certainly no reply is recounted) could 
be understood by Sennacherib as a sign of the firmness of Hezekiah’s trust (11012) 
in YHWH. The present letter throws a different light on Hezekiah than the earlier 
speeches, there being no reference (now) to relying on “strategy and power for war" 
(36.5) or on “Egypt” (36.6,9), rather here is a Hezekiah who relies wholly on 
YHWH. Hezekiah is cast as a pious king, who, contrary to all that Rabshakeh had 
earlier insinuated, really does trust in YHWH and only in YHWH.
What does the letter reveal of the other king, Sennacherib himself? Though 
ostensibly repeating the message of the earlier speeches, the tone is less stridently 
confident, speaking, as noted by Miscall,227 of “the kings of Assyria” (former 
kings), not of “I” and “my hand” and so forth (v.l 1). Yet there is at the same time 
more bluster (the inverse-psychology of a loss of confidence?), Sennacherib going 
further than he had before in terms of mocking challenge to YHWH.
In summary, then, the letter represents a pointed threat to the kingship of 
Hezekiah, and is even more disrespectful to YHWH than Sennacherib's previous 
communications. King Hezekiah is characterised as one who wholly trusts in God, 
and Sennacherib shows himself to be an inveterate blasphemer.
4.5.2 Hezekiah’s Prayer (37.14-20)
Hezekiah “went up’ ’ (blTl) to the house of YHWH as he did in 37.1 (which 
used N*Q), but now Hezekiah himself “prayed" ( ^ s m ) ,  whereas the noun form 
(n'rsri) in v.4b was only in a request that the prophet pray (“therefore lift up
prayer [r6sn] for the remnant that is left”).228 In effect, Hezekiah himself prays 
the prayer that he on the former occasion asked Isaiah to pray. The change in 
Hezekiah is perhaps the most dramatic of any of the characters. More than anyone
227 Isaiah, 91; cf. Childs, Assyrian Crisis, 98.
228 •Smelik is right to observe: “the second reaction is not a mere duplicate of the first"
(“Distortion,” 82).
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it is Hezekiah, says Fewell, who personifies the shift of dominance that takes 
place between Sennacherib and YHWII.
The close connection between the earlier request for prayer and Hezekiah’s 
resort to the “house of YHWH” (37.1,2) -  the request was made when (after) he 
“went into the house of YHWH” -  and the fact that the present prayer is uttered in 
the “house of YHWH” (v.14) make the content of Hezekiah’s prayer an important 
indicator of the significance of his routine resort to the temple.
4.5.2.1 Hezekiah’s Prayer in Context
It is a prayer in which many commentators have seen wider parallels, with 
Psalm passages, and especially with Isaiah 40ff. Seitz seeks to demonstrate that 
the language of Hezekiah’s prayer is not derivative from those chapters, rather it 
“is determined in large measure by the literary context in which it now functions”, 
especially in response to the issues raised earlier in the narrative. One sign of this is 
that Hezekiah’s petition continues the argumentative, disputational style that 
marked the Assyrian speeches. It is Hezekiah who is the first to verbally refute 
the arguments of Sennacherib.
In v.18 Hezekiah admits that “the kings of Assyria” (the expression used in 
v.l 1 above ) have indeed laid waste the nations and overpowered their gods, just 
as Sennacherib claimed in his letter (37.11-13; cf. 36.18-20), but these were in fact 
no-gods (v .l9), so that there is nothing to Sennacherib’s claim. The past record of 
Sennacherib and other Assyrian kings (36.18-20; 37.10-13) is picked up in v .l8 in 
terms of military victories, and in v .l9 in terms of the fate of the gods of the
“Sennacherib’s Defeat,” 82,83.
2~’° Noted by Ackroyd (“Isaiah 36-39,” 12), but he does not specify; Long (2 Kings, 226) 
lists some of the psalmic parallels and for creational themes refers the reader to Carroll 
Stuhlmueller, “The Theology of Creation in Second Isaias,” CBQ 21 (1959) 429-467.
231 Zion 's Final Destiny, 83ff, his first point being that precise parallels of language and 
expression are lacking.
232 Cf. Long, 2 Kings, 227.
2” As well, “all the lands” (v.l8 m ^ K IT ^ D ) picks up the same phrase in v.l 1.
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nations, so that Hezekiah’s prayer is determined by the claims made earlier in the 
narrative: Assyria has laid waste the nations (36.18; 37.11,18) and their gods have 
not delivered them (36.19; 37.12,19). If YHWH delivers Judah, all the kingdoms 
will know that he is the only God among the kingdoms (that are listed in 36.19 and 
37.12,13). The charge of mockery (v.l7b rp n ^ )  picks up the Assyrian challenge 
and makes a similar evaluation as made earlier in 37.4 (“whom his master has sent 
to mock [Tin*?] the living God”). Here Hezekiah uses what Long describes as “the 
theme word for the whole episode”.234 Seitz is therefore correct in arguing for “the 
prayer’s terse consistency with the logic of the narrative”.
4.5.2.2 The Structure of the Prayer
The prayer has a chiastic structure as follows:
2 Kings, 221, see below in vv.23,24,25.
235 ,Zion's Final Destiny, 82; “The prayer is remarkably free of gratuitous theologizing“ 
{ibid).
236 Smelik also detects a chiastic structuring in the prayer, however his differs from the one 
given here (“Distortion,” 91 n.77), not including v.18, which we would view as the centre 
of the chiasm; note Hull’s critique of Smelik’s symmetrical structure {Hezekiah -  Saint 
and sinner, 372 n.38), specifically commenting on Smelik’s treatment of vv.18-19 (2 Kgs 
19.17-18). H.A.J. Kruger also notes a chiastic pattern, similar but not identical to our own 
(‘“God’s, for argument’s sake: A few remarks on the literature and theological intention of 
Isaiah 36-37 [PART II],” OTE 9/3 [1996] 390).
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A 1 v.16 “alone (^“0*?)”, “all the kingdoms of the earth QHKn)”
B 1 v.17 the Living God who sees and hears
C vv. 18,19a Assyrian destruction of lands and gods 
B2 v.l9b (in contrast) the gods of wood and stone 
A2 v.20 “all the kingdoms of the earth “alone (TD*?)”
The related and contrasted terms highlighted by the chiastic structuring are 
each important terms within the prayer. God’s universal sovereignty, his being God 
alone of “all the kingdom’s of the earth” (v.16), is underscored by climactic 
repetition in v.20. In v.16 kingship language is applied to God in that he is praised 
as “enthroned (HBT)” and with sovereignty over “all the kingdoms of the
earth”. The suggested motive for God to save is supplied in v.20b in terms of all 
kingdoms ‘knowing’ (acknowledging) his universal rule. Seitz views v.20 as
'y'lQ • •
embodying the theological point the narrative wishes to make, and Hezekiah is 
its spokesman. As also noted by Olley, Hezekiah’s prayer is based solely on the
237 The expression m in x rT 'i2ID“ nX (v,18b) is usually amended, with the
BHS editor suggesting the alteration of to CTIJn to match 2 Kgs 19.17 and the
deletion of □2S*lN“ nXl on the basis of lQIsa3, viewing it as an addition from the Kings 
text (cf. S. Talmon, “Case of Faulty Harmonization,” VT 5 [1955] 206-208, and Jan de 
Waard, A Handbook on Isaiah [Textual Criticism and the Translator I; ed. Harold P. 
Scanlin; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1997] 143,144). The repetition of within the
prayer itself (vv. 16,16,18,18,20) and in the preceding speeches would counsel caution, as 
would the contrast within the prayer (as noted by Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 165) 
between the gods and their “lands” (f^lN) and YHWH and the earth QHN). A further 
reason for caution would be the positioning of this double expression at the very centre of 
the chiastic structure of the prayer so that the repetition of at this point is by no 
means redundant in terms of meaningful literary design. This indicates that the MT, for all
its apparent awkwardness, should be respected.
238 Isaiah 1-39, 253; and thus it is in no small measure due to Hezekiah himself that the 
“deliverance of Jerusalem is no longer simply an aspect of a complex political situation; it 
is part of a wider declaration of who Yahweh is” (Ackroyd, “Theology of a Tradition,” 10; 
cf. Clements, “The Prophecies of Isaiah to Hezekiah concerning Sennacherib. 2 Kings 
19.2l-34//Isa.37.22-35,” in Prophetie und geschichtliche Wirklichkeit im alten Israel: 
Festschrift für Siegfried Herrmann zum 65. Geburtstag [eds. Rüdiger Liwak and Siegfried 
Wagner; Stuttgart/Berlin/Köln: W. Kohlhammer, 1991] 66).
239 “Trust in the LORD,” 65.
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kingship of YHWH, and it is the Davidic king who speaks of God in these terms. 
This is not to bring God down to a merely human measure, as the different use of 
reveals, so that applied to Assyrian conquests it means “lands” (v.l8b), but in 
connection with YHWH it is “the earth” (v.l6a,b). Such discontinuities are central 
to a proper understanding of God as king.240 God’s action later (37.36-38) serves to 
confirm the pious theology presented in Hezekiah’s prayer (“that thou alone art 
YHWH”). As well, looked at from the opposite direction, Hezekiah’s prayer is an 
important part of “an overt and precautionary foreshadowing, designed to rule out 
any naturalistic explanation and give credit where it is due.”241 YHWH’s action in 
37.36ff is in a carefully prepared context. This advance notice (including prophetic 
predictions in 37.6-7,29,33-34) turns the action of 36.37ff into a demonstration of 
divine omnipotence.
The other person to assist in the demonstration is another king, Sennacherib 
himself, with the Assyrian’s blasphemies ironically turned and made to serve this 
effective demonstration of divine sovereignty. The more the Assyrian king insists 
that YHWH is no different from other gods (36.18-20; 37.12), the more impressive 
will be YHWH’s demonstration that he is totally different when he acts against 
Sennacherib and his army. In this way the Assyrian king is made to preach divine 
omnipotence when in fact he is seeking to deny and ridicule it. The narrator allows 
such blasphemies as 36.20 and 37.10-12 to intrude, for Sennacherib will be made to 
eat his words.242 The role of human kings, Judean and foreign, in this narrative is to 
proclaim the higher kingship of God.
Hezekiah omits “the king of Assyria” (v.17), reflecting the lower standing of 
Sennacherib (in Hezekiah’s eyes). This is another significant non-use of a royal
240 See Brettler, God is King, 49, who argues that God fails to be bound by the metaphor 
“king”.
241 Sternberg, Poetics, 105.
242 Sternberg, Poetics, 113: “Dissonant voices are thus manipulated rather than eliminated 
in the interests of persuasive harmony.”
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title, but now it is Hezekiah’s turn to strip Sennacherib of his royal title that has 
been used almost invariably up to this point (36.1,2,4,8,13,15,16,18; 37.4,6,8,10). 
Now he is simply “Sennacherib’', and that just at the point where Sennacherib has 
finally granted Hezekiah his royal title (37.10).24'1 The use of Sennacherib’s name 
(v.17) in close proximity to the charge of mocking God (*]*")?"!) followed in the next 
verse by an acknowledgement of how the Assyrian kings had “laid waste” P “)!"!) 
all the lands, confirms the wordplay on this name that Garsiel noted. The use of 
significant wordplays on the names of kings featured in the narrative is further 
confirmation of the royal orientation of the story narrated.
4.4.2.3 The Characterisation of Hezekiah
Certainly the narrative largely, though not totally, portrays Hezekiah in his 
royal office in a favourable light, but it is not at all clear that the aim is to hold up 
Hezekiah as a model for a later day.244 The (basically) positive presentation has 
another purpose. It is on the basis of the king’s evaluation and plea that the contest 
with Sennacherib is to be determined. Hezekiah’s shock at Sennacherib’s words 
would suggest that we view the kings as opposites, and in terms of characterisation 
that we define them over against each other.
In summary then, it is the change in Hezekiah that most clearly signals the 
waning fortunes of Sennacherib, and in that sense Hezekiah’s characterisation 
remains central to the narrative. Hezekiah in his prayer is the first to refute the 
argumentation of Sennacherib. Hezekiah’s petition for the proper and universal 
acknowledgement o f God’s kingship over the nations expresses the theological 
point the narrative wishes to make. This is the last we hear from Hezekiah in the 
present story (chs.36-37), and his ‘final words’ in 38.22 and 39.8 will need to be
24j According to Revell (.Designation, I5l) the deviation from usual practice “presumably 
represents ‘Sennacherib’ as a person under the control of God.”
244 For another view see Seitz, Zion’s Final Destiny, 114, with Seitz conjecturing that the 
early years of Manasseh’s reign would have been a good time to memorialise Hezekiah 
and to hold him up as a model for the young king.
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examined carefully, for, to anticipate, given what we have found here, there also 
Hezekiah’s words will embody the ideological concerns of the narrative: Hezekiah 
will do the narrator’s ‘preaching’ for him.
4.5.3 Isaiah’s Prophecy (37.21-35)
The prophetic performance is unbidden. Hezekiah had petitioned YHWH 
directly (37.20), which makes Isaiah the mere mouthpiece of YHWH. The oracle is
in specific response to Hezekiah’s petition: “Because you prayed ( n ^ S n n ) ” (cf.
v. 15 The seder division (0) number 14 for Isaiah, that comes before
37.20, rather than after it, helps to confirm the connection between royal plea and 
prophetic response. Further to this, the divine epithet “the God of Israel” (v.21) is 
reused by Isaiah from Hezekiah’s prayer (cf. 37.16). The specific address to
Hezekiah in the midst of the prayer (“]*? v.30) is another reminder that the oracle is 
addressed to Hezekiah who was the one who evoked it, and the “remnant” theme 
(vv.31,32) conforms with Hezekiah’s plea to Isaiah to pray “for the remnant that is 
left” (37.4). Though the predicted sign is for Hezekiah ("f?), it says nothing about 
Hezekiah’s personal fate, but instead refers to Jerusalem’s survival, for his petition 
had been on behalf of the people (cf. 37.20 TJITttfin). YHWH’s promise to “save” 
(PHTtfirfr) the threatened city (v.35) is in answer to Hezekiah’s request of 37.20. 
Presumably there would have been no prophetic oracle if Hezekiah had not prayed, 
so that he remains before the reader’s attention.245 Again, we see that the role of 
Isaiah in this narrative is to announce the fate of kings.
4.5.3.1 Focus on Sennacherib
Within the oracle, however, the main focus is another king, Sennacherib. 
Hezekiah has spoken to YHWH concerning Sennacherib (37.14-20; v.21b sums up
245 Seitz, Zion's Final Destiny, 147: “The Hezekiah-Isaiah narratives maintain a focus on 
the figure of the king”, and “Royal prayer and prophetic word converge” (idem, Isaiah 1-
183
the immediately preceding prayer: “Because you have spoken to me concerning 
Sennacherib P ’n m c r b x ]  king of Assyria”), now YHWH (through his prophet) 
speaks to Hezekiah concerning Sennacherib (v.22a r b s )  ,246 The oracle amounts to 
another speech directed against a king, Sennacherib.247
Most of the speech, though ostensibly spoken to Hezekiah is expressed as if 
spoken directly to Sennacherib (37.22b, “She despises you [Sennacherib]”) down as 
far as 37.29, with the second person singular throughout. The only exception is an 
attributed quotation of Sennacherib’s speech (vv.24a(3-25; introduced by the second
248singular IQKiYI). In w .33-34, Sennacherib is spoken about (in the third person).
As Hezekiah did in 37.17, Isaiah focuses not so much on Jerusalem’s deliverance as 
on the mocking pride of Sennacherib (w.23,24). The repeated reference to his 
mocking (vv.23,24, x2) confirms earlier valuations placed on the Assyrian’s
words by Hezekiah (37.4,17), so that Isaiah uses ‘Hezekiah’s word’.249 In vv.28,29 
Sennacherib’s words are labelled as “raging” (TIPI).
The reference to “fortified cities (¡1*11222 D'HU)” (v.26) recalls what was
told of the capture of “all the fortified cities of Judah (¡1112221 H U T  r1I?“i72)” 
(36.1), but corrects the Assyrian king’s (mis)understanding of his success. The
39, 252). Beuken views the whole of vv.14-35 as a “dialogue scene” between Hezekiah 
and YHWH (.Isaiah II/2, 361).
246 Cf. Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 659.
247 A fact emphasised by Wildberger, Jesaja 3, 1428ff.
248 The preposition in n $ N  must be understood as meaning “concerning”,
as it does in v.21 above (HttfN 2*'2n2D“i7N).
249 Insisted on by Seitz, Zion’s Final Destiny, 97. Isaiah’s oracle confirms Hezekiah’s 
point of view that the Assyrian’s words amount to a mocking of God (HU), and shows 
the coincidence of God’s point of view and that of Hezekiah, and it is noted by Long (2 
Kings, 191) that in this respect, “the portrayal of Hezekiah takes on importance as a key
element in the narrative’s continuity.”
250 As pointed out by Conrad (Reading Isaiah, 57), the rhetorical question of v.26 speaks 
of what the Assyrian king could not have heard or known, and Peter Machinist suggests
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facts are not disputed, but they are radically reinterpreted: God claiming to have 
predetermined and planned the Assyrian campaign. The boasting of Sennacherib 
over his victories (e.g. 36.18-20; 37.11) is highly inappropriate seeing that they are 
God-given.
In v.33 is an example of synecdoche (‘7/e shall not come into the city" etc.), 
for it is not Sennacherib who does these things (shoot arrows, etc.), but his army, 
however, like most of the speech, it is pointed personally at “the king of Assyria”. 
The oracle focuses on the crime and punishment of Sennacherib.
4.5.3.2 The Structure of the Oracle
The division of the oracle we argue for is as follows:
A 1 v.21b “concerning (*?N) Sennacherib king of Assyria”
B 1 v.22 Zion -  Jerusalem
C 1 w .23-25 what Sennacherib said
• 251D vv.26-27 the divine perspective 
C2 w .28-29 God knows what Sennacherib said252 
B2 vv.30-32 Jerusalem -  Mount Zion253 
A2 vv.33-34 “concerning (*?N) the king of Assyria”
E v.35 coda
that v.26b may have connections with Neo-Assyrian royal idiom (“Assyria and its Image 
in the First Isaiah,” JAOS 103.4 [1983] 725-726).
251 Like vv.23-25, these two verses begin with rhetorical questions. Hobbs classifies the 
verses as a “counter-boast” by God (2 Kings, 271) -  countering Sennacherib’s own boast 
in vv.24-25. YHWH has heard the Assyrian king’s boasting, replying in kind with some 
boasting of his own (vv.26-27). With vv.26-27 intervening, vv.28-29 return to the matter 
of the Assyrian’s boasting (“raging”).
252 V.29 (!"D “[“HD T r o ^ n i )  has the same kind of ending as found in v.34
pitf* ra  m  -p-D ). This forms a kind of refrain in the oracle and closes off two 
sections (vv.28-29,33-34).
253 V.32b forms an endpiece as it does earlier in 9.6b [Eng. 7b] so that the following verse 
(37.33) should not be included with it (cf. Seitz, Zion’s Final Destiny, 90 n.119). The 
superscription in v.22a begins with “121H HI, and this is matched by the superscription in 
v.30a (m xn i 1? nn), and the use of the double HT is an aid to the reader in structuring the 
speech.
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One evidence of the literary unity of the oracle is the chiastic structuring of 
Isaiah’s speech. The postulated division is based on subject matter and literary 
indicators, and helps to confirm the oracle’s focus on Sennacherib, his sin and his 
fate.
Accepting the above structure for Isaiah’s oracle, it confirms a number of 
thematic features earlier argued for, namely: (1) the focus on the offending king, 
Sennacherib, given the inclusio formed by vv.2 lb,33-34 around ‘the body’ of the 
oracle; (2) the predicted rescue of Zion-Jerusalem (vv.22,30-32), as requested by 
the besieged king, Hezekiah (cf. 37.20); (3) the opposing of what one king said by 
what another said (a noted features of earlier Assyrian speeches), here opposition 
between Sennacherib’s boasting/raging (vv.23-25,28-29) and YHWH’s ‘counter­
boast’ (w .26-27); (4) the oracle as a divine response to Hezekiah’s prayer, in that 
in both, what is structurally centralised is reference to (and evaluation of) Assyrian 
aggression (w .26-27; cf. 37.18-19a).
4.5.3.3 The Coda (37.35)
A number of factors favour the finding of a substantial division between v.35 
and the preceding verses: (1) the chiastic structuring of vv.2 lb-34; (2) an inclusio 
around vv.33 and 34 (“He shall not come into this city...and into this city he shall
not come”); (3) v.34 closes with “says YHWH” (m n ^ D W ), which links back to
v.33a (m m  HftN“ rD ), in effect producing a double envelope structure, (4)
m m ~D >0 has the effect o f ‘closing o ff  vv.33-34;254 (5) vv.33,34 have a thematic
254 Cf. Karl Marti, Das Buch Jesaja erklärt (KHAT 10; Tübingen/Freiburg/Leipzig: J.C.B. 
Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1900) 258. As Kaiser also notes: “no continuation of the oracle was 
to be expected after the concluding formula at the end of v.34” {Isaiah 13-39, 395). 
Waltke and O’Connor {Syntax, §40.2.3a) would include mPP~OK3 under “Nominal 
Exclamations”, and declare that it is almost always used as “a closing formula” in the 
prophets, adding (n.29) that the closure may be slight. The term DIO is used 25 times in 
Isaiah, mostly with m m , but for its use within Isaiah, m!T“ DK3 may be better termed a 
separating formula. Cf. W.A.M. Beuken, “Isaiah LIV: The Multiple Identity of the Person 
Addressed,” in Language and Meaning. Studies in Hebrew Language and Biblical
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integrity, with the city o f Jerusalem as their pervasive theme, mentioning the city 
some five times: “this city” (x2), Dttf (“there”), and two third feminine suffixes; (6) 
the two verses are united by a fivefold use o f  N*? plus the imperfect, which is not a 
feature o f v.35; (7) vv.33-34 pick up the line o f  thought o f v.29 above (“and I will 
turn you back on the way by which you cam e”), which is another ending; (8) the 
focus o f  v.35 is the “I” who is the subject o f  the verb “defend” and is further
referred to using pronominal suffixes fH D i7...',3JJQi?), whereas the previous two 
verses focus on the “he” who is the subject o f the verbs in those verses. All this 
makes v.35 loosely attached to what precedes.
To call it a coda, however, is not to deny its essential connection to the rest 
o f the oracle, nor to impugn the unity o f  Isaiah’s oracle. There is a linkage to the 
preceding verses with the phrase “this city” (v.35a; cf. vv.33,34). As well, the verb
“defend" (]33) is apparently a pun on “shield” (v.33 *pft), and the same general 
theme o f  the city ’s defence unites them. Further, v.35 reverts to the first person 
language o f  vv.22-29, with YHW H the implied speaker. To label v.35 a coda is to 
identify it as a verse o f special significance.
It is possible to find connections between v.35 and the coda o f  H ezekiah’s
psalm  (38.20). Both use “save”, and in a similar form (rUTEfin^ and ^STEPH^).
Exegesis. Papers read at the Joint British-Dutch Old Testament Conference held at London, 1973 (eds. J. Barr, W.A.M. Beuken, A. Gelston, J.C.L. Gibson, C.J. Labuschagne, C. van Leeuwen; L.R. Wickham; OTS XIX; Leiden: Brill, 1974) 33 n.3, who says that
54.17 is the only text in chs.40-55 where m rP ” DfrO has a “concluding function”. In all other instances (41.14; 43.10,12; 49.18; 52.5,5; 55.8), says Beuken, it is parenthetic and carries on the course of God’s speaking. Cf. Rolf Rendtorff, “Zum Gebrauch der Formel n ’um jahwe im Jeremiabuch,” ZAW  66 (1954) 27-37, and Friedrich Baumgartel, “Die Formel n 'um ja h w e f  ZAW 73 (1961) 277-290, who broadens the investigation to include other prophetic books.255 So Miscall, Isaiah, 93; cf. Gen 14.20; 15.1.
256 The terminology of v.35 is picked up by 38.6: PHTH “'PJJiT'bU and ’’PUH'I, and this has the effect of recalling and so highlighting the present verse.
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There is the possibility of an ellipsis here (“[and come] to save it”). ' There is the 
wordplay of “defend” (*p3) and “play/sing” (38.20 ]33). To anticipate, this marks 
out each coda as a vital indicator of the motivations of the speaker, whether of 
divine king (YHWH) or human king (Hezekiah).
4.5.3.3.1 Its Strategic Placement
In v.35, YHWH (through the prophet) says why he is about to act (which 
action immediately follows, vv.36ff). The strategic placement of the verse gives it 
great importance as an indicator of the ideology of the narrative. Only here, and 
only now, does YHWH (through Isaiah) explain his motivation, with v.35 giving 
the reason for the dramatic turn of affairs that is about to be described. This is in 
response to the petition of Hezekiah as the terminological connection indicates
(n in zh n b ; cf. 37.20 lilTEr)»“!). As noted by Garsiel,258 this connects with Isaiah’s
own name (irPJJEP), and amounts to a significant wordplay on the prophet’s name. 
It is the second of a series of three ‘final verses’ which feature the root (37.20,35; 
38.20). The wordplay in two cases is highlighted by the mention of the prophet’s 
name in the verse immediately following the use of “save” (37.20,21; 38.20,21).
The prophet is made the mouthpiece of a message that fits his name. The root i7ET 
makes multitudinous appearances in the book (56 times, with 39 in chs.40ff, where 
the kingship of YHWH comes to the fore). The use of this key term (iUTETinb) 
identifies v.35 as of particular significance.
4.5.3.3.2 The Two Kingships
YHWH will defend the city, as he says, “for my own sake” ( 'w i f i )  -  
meaning (presumably) because provocation of the mocking of Sennacherib (God
257 The expression is clearly elliptical in 38.20 (see below), and possibly here too, with 
38.6 having flNTH TX?n-i?17 but without the following niTEflrf?.
258 Biblical Names, 25,26.
257
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acting for the sake of his honour or name), and “for the sake of David my servant" 
n s »  * rn  p a 1?) -  because of the Davidide Hezekiah, who has been threatened by 
Sennacherib. The combined expressions thus fit the context and are not simply 
imported Deuteronomistic Zionist language, or wider Isaianic motifs (cf. 43.25 
48.11,11 etc.).260 Such wider connections cause Kaiser to view the present verse as 
“redactional”,261 but this only means that v.35 uses theological terms to present a 
certain ideology. There is nothing foreign to the present narrative, rather v.35 sums 
up the ideology of a narrative where Sennacherib has denigrated both YHWH and 
Hezekiah.
The order of wording gives priority to the first stated motivation ( M M 1?), as 
also noted by Hull and Olley.262 The preposition 'M 1? expresses the motivation for 
an action or its purpose. Later chapters extract the title ,,“QU (“my servant")
259 • • * iSo also J.F.A. Sawyer {Isaiah, Volume 2 [Edinburgh/Philadelphia: The Saint Andrews
Press/Westminster, 1986] 33,29) highlights “save” as “the theological key word”.
260 As pointed out by Fewell, “Sennacherib’s Defeat,” 86. The phrase “for the sake of 
David my/his servant” is formulaic in Kings (1 Kgs 11.12,13,32,34; 15.4; 2 Kgs 8.19; 
19.34; 20.6; cf. “your/his servant David” 1 Kgs 8.24,25,26,66). We thus dispute the view 
of Duhm, Das Buch Jesaja, 274; Wildberger, Jesaja 3, 1436: “Der vorliegende Text [Isa 
37.35] hat also eine deuterojesajanische und eine deuteronomistische Formel kombiniert” 
(addition mine), who, following Kaiser, views it as “redaktionell”; Provan, Hezekiah and 
the Books o f Kings, 119; Gonçalves, L ’expédition, 470; and Vermeylen, “Hypothèses,” 
109 n.69.
261 Isaiah 13-39, 395.
262“ Hull expresses it like this: “It is (the house of) YHWH which comes first and not (the 
house of) David” (Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 277), though that expresses the priority in 
terms more appropriate to the succeeding two chapters; Olley, “Trust in the LORD,” 66.
263 Cf. H.A. Brongers, “Die Partikel lama‘an in biblisch-hebräischen Sprache,” in Syntax 
and Meaning: Studies in Hebrew Syntax and Biblical Exegesis (OTS 18; Leiden: Brill, 
1973) 86-92. The latter meaning is true when the word is connected to a verbal form 
(finite or infinite), see BDB p.775 l.c. Sometimes the causal aspect recedes in favour of 
the final one also when the preposition is connected, as in v.35 here, to a noun {BDB p.775
I. b). BDB p.775 La glosses as ‘for my own sake, i.e. to vindicate my name” (italics 
in BDB), and includes in its listing 2 Kgs 19.34 (=Isa 37.35). Also BDB glosses TH
as “i.e. for the sake of David’s memory, and the promises given to him” (1 Kgs
I I .  12,13,32,34; 15.4; 2 Kgs 8.19; 19.34 [=Isa 37.35]; 20.6).
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from its identity with David, applying it to the nation and to the non-royal figure of 
“the servant of YHWH”. The servant language also recalls 37.5 (“the servants 
H M ]  of King Hezekiah” and comes soon after 37.24 (“by your [Sennacherib’s]
servants r n a » r ) ,  so that in this narrative “my servant David'’ assumes and 
testifies to the (higher) kingship of God.264
To sum up then, through this extensive prophetic oracle, in which Isaiah 
speaks on the highest authority (speaks for YHWH), Hezekiah’s valuation of the 
words of Sennacherib as mocking receives further confirmation. Isaiah's oracle is 
given in answer to Hezekiah’s petition, and it is sent to Hezekiah. Its content is 
focussed on the offending king Sennacherib. It is not the military threat posed to 
Jerusalem to which God reacts but rather to the Assyrian’s mocking. God will 
defend the city, but for his own reasons.
4.6 Defeat and Death (37.36-38)
The end of the story is a summary (37.36-38) that reports how the crisis is 
resolved through the decimation of the Assyrian army and the murder of 
Sennacherib. The story telescopes some twenty years, which is the kind of thing 
that summaries are meant to do, like the (apparently) instantaneous capture of all 
the cities of Judah (36.1). The effect of the foreshortening is to connect the death of 
Sennacherib with events that transpired at Jerusalem, which the earlier prophecy 
of Isaiah (37.7) does anyway. The brevity of the description of the defeat (v.36)
264 Conrad refers to 20.3 (“my servant Isaiah”), and notes that the term “servant” does not
automatically connote kingship {Reading Isaiah, 145 n.43).
265 Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 670: “This verse indicates that, in regard to Judah, Sennacherib 
did nothing significant again prior to his death”; see also Simo Parpola, “The Murder of 
Sennacherib,” in Death in Mesopotamia: Papers read at the xxvf recontre assyriologique 
internationale (Mesopotamia 8; ed. B Alster; Copenhagen: Akademsk, 1980) 176 n.2. 
Kaiser {Isaiah 1-39, 384) understands “the detailed recollection” of what took place at the 
Assyrian court in 37.38 as “brought forward to the year 701”, but that is no necessary 
implication of the narrative.
266 Cf. Fewell, “Sennacherib’s Defeat,” 80.
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shows that the attention of the narrator remains with Sennacherib and his fate, to 
which he quickly moves, with that king’s death “the climactic act of the 
narrative”.267
4.6.1 Death of Sennacherib (37.37-38)
Sennacherib “departed” v.37a) as anticipated in 37.8b (1703) with his 
move to Lachish, and he “returned” (3Bft) as predicted in 37.7 (i:5"lN-l?K 3»1). 
His move, then, is a delayed fulfilment of v.7 above. What is achieved in narrative 
and literary terms by the delay? The intervening narrative of (largely) speeches 
has: (1) given Sennacherib opportunity to confirm and exacerbate his mockery of 
YHWH (37.10,12); (2) enabled Hezekiah to clarify for the reader that it is the 
proper and universal acknowledgement of the kingship of YHWH that is the focal 
point of the entire narrative (37.20); (3) allowed Isaiah to confirm Hezekiah’s prior 
evaluation of Sennacherib’s crime as mocking YHWH (37.23,24).
A number of features testify to YHWH’s involvement in and responsibility 
for, the death of Sennacherib. (1) It is important to note the irony of Sennacherib’s 
fate. His death takes place “in the house of Nisroch his god” (v.38), identified as 
Sennacherib’s personal divine patron (Vn^X). The irony is that after his mocking 
of the living God, his powerless god is not able to defend him, even in the safest of 
places (“in the house of Nisroch his god”), in the very act of worship (“he was 
worshipping” [iTinn^ft]), and in the most secure company (“Adrammelech and 
Sharezer, his sons”), for his sons might be expected to honour him. All this, yet 
Sennacherib dies. Kaiser speaks of “the horrible and unnatural nature of his
269[Sennacherib’s] end”, being at the hands of his own sons (and compares Deut
Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 471,472; cf. Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 253.
268 Cf. Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 668,671; Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 471: “His own statements 
concerning YHWH’s inability to defend Jerusalem are turned against him in that his own 
god Nisroch is unable to defend him from an attack by his own sons in the deity’s temple.”
269 Isaiah 1-39, 391 (addition mine).
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21.18ff). Both “his sons” and “his god” fail him. Further still, his sons manage to 
escape (ICD^ttJ) with impunity, so that his death is not avenged -  this adds insult to 
injury. (2) His sons “slew” him ( I ID I)  just as the angel of YHWH did his army
(PD I) so that the two events become part of a series of interconnected acts, and 
YHWH is again (presumably) behind this second slaying. All this is in contrast to 
the experience of Hezekiah, who in “the house of YHWH” (37.1,14) found his 
request for help responded to and his prayer answered. (3) The murder connects 
with the prediction of Isaiah in 37.7, which by prophetic foreshadowing (prolepsis) 
specified the place (“in his own land”) and the instrument (“by the sword”) of 
Sennacherib’s death. The fulfilment records that Sennacherib was killed “with the 
sword" (21112 again) and his murderers escaped to “the land of Ararat”, a way of 
reiterating that the murder took place “in his own land” (cf. 37.7 1251X2).
4.6.1.1 The Sense of this Ending
A number of factors make for closure. (1) The conclusion of the narrative is 
marked in that having been told at the beginning that Sennacherib came up against 
Judah (36.1), at the end of the narrative he returns home (37.37; cf. 37.29,34), 
giving the reader an indication that the incident is here drawing to a close. (2) The 
recording of a death -  a notable death at that, and here a death predicted and long 
awaited (cf. 37.7) -  is a classic way to bring a story to a close.270 (3) A succession 
notice, such as we have in v.38b, signals the end of the narrative unit.271 (4) There 
is a thematic resolution with the death of mocking Sennacherib that both decides 
the clash of earthly kings and Sennacherib’s challenge to YHWH. Each indicator 
of closure is directly connected to the offending king.
In summary then, the narrative ends, not with the destruction of the 
threatening foreign army, but with the death of the Assyrian king who mocked God.
270 Cf. Gen 50.26; Josh 24.29-33.
271 Cf. 2 Kgs 16.20; 20.21; 21.26;
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This confirms the narrative’s interest in kings, foreign and domestic, the fate of 
kings, the future of kingship in its human dimensions, the competition between 
human kingship and divine kingship, and the final establishment of unchallenged 
divine kingship.
4.7 Conclusion
The Assyrian attack on Jerusalem is one directed personally at Hezekiah, 
whose position as king is threatened. The narrative foregrounds the role of King 
Hezekiah. Hezekiah’s idealisation (or criticism) is not the point of the narrative, 
and it is not for either purpose that he is highlighted. His ‘routine’ resort to the 
“house of YHWH” is an acknowledgement of the higher kingship of YHWH. 
Hezekiah is made the mouthpiece of the ideology of the story, which focuses on the 
fate of kings. His prayer (37.16-20) stresses the kingship of YHWH and its 
universal acknowledgement. The role of human kings, whether Judean or foreign, 
in the narrative is to proclaim and promote the higher kingship of YHWH. The 
implications of all this for Hezekiah’s own kingship will be explored and clarified 
in chs.38 and 39.
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CHAPTER FIVE 
ISAIAH CHAPTER 38
Diachronic questions and analysis have dominated studies of Isaiah 38 
because of the manifest difference in form between this chapter and its parallel in 
Kings, the most obvious being the psalm of Hezekiah (38.9-20) which does not 
appear in 2 Kings 20. This chapter is a study of the form as we find it in Isaiah 38. 
In our study diachronic questions will be made subservient to synchronic ones.
Chs.36-37, 38 and 39 are progressively shorter stories, which gives chs. 38 
and 39 the character of ‘appendices’.1 23 To call them appendices is not, however, to 
relegate them to a lower level, rather they serve to comment on and illuminate the 
preceding narrative. If the larger narrative of chs.36-37 is the theme, chs.38 and 
39 are variations on a theme. In chs.36-39 we have several narrative units, each of 
which is a complete unit in its own right, but which as well combine with one 
another to create an extensive narrative whole. The threat to Hezekiah’s life is to 
be understood within the wider context of the threat to Jerusalem (chs.36-37). As 
confirmation of this, if needed, in 38.6 divine promises to deliver and defend the 
city follow hard on the heels of the promise to add fifteen years to Hezekiah’s life 
(v.5), however, the connection is sufficiently indicated by the juxtapositioning of 
the chapters.4
Ch.38 is demarcated initially by the temporal formula “in those days” (v.la), 
and by an abrupt change in subject matter, the dominating theme becoming 
Hezekiah’s illness and recovery that extends to 38.22. After this, another temporal 
formula “at that time” (39.1a) marks the beginning of a separate and subsequent 
narrative unit. Just as in chs.36-37 the national crisis was also a personal crisis for
1 Cf. Ackroyd, “An Interpretation,” 346.
2 So too Clements, Isaiah 1-39, 289; Nelson (First and Second Kings, 243): “Two further 
incidents of Hezekiah’s reign reflect on the wonderful deliverance of Jerusalem”.
3 Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 94.
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Hezekiah, and the narrative emphasised that, so too eh.38 will confirm the focus on 
Hezekiah, given that now the concern is his own illness.
5.1 Hezekiah’s Illness (38.1)
One obvious connection to the preceding narrative is the shared characters: 
Hezekiah and Isaiah, with Hezekiah again in distress and Isaiah again acting as the 
mouthpiece of YHWH. As well, the new chapter continues to give attention to 
their interaction and complementary functions. Not only the same characters, 
Hezekiah and Isaiah, acting out the same roles, king and prophet, but, according to 
Seitz, the interchange between royal prayer and prophetic word that was a feature 
of chs.36-37 finds a similar illustration in the present chapter,4 5 with the same 
pattern of prophetic oracle (38.1), royal petition (38.3), fresh oracle in response to 
the prayer (38.4-6), and a sign of its trustworthiness (38.7-8).6 The pattern in 
chs.36-37 is similar, but not exactly so, for the royal petition of 37.16-20 is not in 
response to an earlier prophetic oracle (though there is an earlier oracle [37.6,7]), 
but is due to a fresh challenge by Sennacherib (37.10-12). Seitz is being a little 
schematic, but his basic point is well-taken, that similar patterns feature in both 
narratives.
5.1.1 “In those days” (Dnn CTB*a)
The opening temporal introduction “in those days” is a vague and imprecise 
linkage to chs.36-37.7 The vagueness and imprecision of the temporal connector is
4 Long speaks of the “paratactic style of composition” of chs.36-39 (2 Kings, 191), with its 
several items placed side by side and joined with only minimal connective phrases.
5 Zion’s Final Destiny, 87,88.
6 The pattern or sequence as set out by Seitz on p. 173 is a little different: threat/prayer/ 
oracle/sign/deliverance. Laato argues that the frameworks of 37.9-21,33-35,30-32 and 
38.1-8 are so similar that they form a single tradition (Who is Immanuel?, 277-279), but 
his suggestion is weakened by his need to reorder the verses of ch.37.
See Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 25,26; cf. P.A. Munch (The Expression Bayyom Hahn’: Is 
It an Eschatological Terminus Technicus? [Oslo: Jacob Dybwad, 1936]), who argues 
that Ninn DV3 can always be understood as a temporal adverb and often functions as an
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to be noted, for its very imprecision helps to connect Hezekiah’s personal crisis 
with the immediately preceding notice of Sennacherib’s death (37.38). After 38.6 a 
more accurate positioning of this narrative relative to the events in chs.36-37 may 
be attempted, but this is not possible at the present point. The vague temporal 
formula serves the literary purpose of making Hezekiah's illness appear successive 
to notice of Sennacherib’s death, and so his illness is prepared for and interpreted 
by it.
The general time phrase (Drill D',D,,D), like the one that introduces the next
narrative block (39.1 K in i! ni7D), has the effect of subordinating these narratives 
to the specific temporal introduction at 36.1. Even though these general temporal 
terms introduce new units, there are internal connections between units that will be 
pointed out below. 38.1a is not merely a formal connector, but hints at substantial 
(thematic) relations between the narratives so joined. At first glance the stories of 
the siege and of Hezekiah’s illness may appear to be unrelated to one another, but 
the introductory chronological note is an initial indicator that this is not the case. 
No chronological gap is envisaged, but even more important, the two stories have 
some connection of meaning.
It later becomes clear that “in those days” in referring not to the time of 
Sennacherib’s defeat and death, but to an earlier point within chs.36-37, for v.6 
contains the promise of a yet to be effected deliverance and defence of the city (“I 
will deliver you and this city out of the hand of the king of Assyria and defend this 
city”). Thus, “in those days”, coordinated with v.6, sets the time of Hezekiah’s
editorial connective formula; Simon J. De Vries (Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow: Time 
and History in the Old Testament [London: SPCK, 1975] 52 n.78) in regard to the time 
expression in 38.1a says that Dnn referring to the past is either a synchronism or
produces a sequence, and suggests that it appears as “a gloss or redactional transition”. 
Barry Webb {Isaiah, 154) is one who notes that the formula gives only the most general
indication of the time-frame of the narrative.
8 Nelson, First and Second Kings, 243: “Hezekiah’s illness and the delegation from 
Babylon are offered as flashbacks.” Long, likewise (2 Kings, 192), views chs.38 and 39 as
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sickness at the latest during the siege, before the departure of the Assyrian forces, 
but more probably even earlier, making the story of ch.38 a flashback to events 
before those narrated in 37.36-38.9 The national crisis has come to a satisfactory 
conclusion before the reader is made aware of Hezekiah’s illness, but then Isaiah’s 
announcement (38.6) makes it clear that Hezekiah’s life-threatening illness occurs 
some place in the sequence before 37.36-38.10
This creates a different perspective for Hezekiah and for the reader. For the 
reader (but not for Hezekiah) this is an already effected deliverance, which gives us 
confidence in what to us is the only prediction (namely v.5), working on the 
assumption that if YHWH has done one (lift the siege), he will do the other (grant 
Hezekiah a reprieve). From Hezekiah’s perspective, YHWH is yet to do either. 
Thus our interest lies in Hezekiah’s response to the promised reprieve. This is at 
least part of the purpose of the uncovered deformation of chronology reflected in 
the narrative.* 11 The dechronologised sequence throws Hezekiah’s reaction to 
events into prominence. The manipulation of time is a powerful tool in the hands 
of the narrator. It is not, however, until v.6 that the reader is given the information 
needed to make the chronological adjustment. The withholding of the information 
(which is what we must call it) until that point is deliberate. That is the point in the 
narrative, after the giving of the oracle (vv.5,6), when the question of what
“two narrative flashbacks”. The reader must look to thematic analogies and structural 
continuities for explanation of the close joining of the narratives: just as YHWH defends 
Jerusalem, so he grants Hezekiah a further span of life and, as specified here, for the same 
reasons, noting the similarities between 38.5,6 and 37.35 (a Davidic connection in both).
9 Seitz, Zion’s Final Destiny, 149,152; Long, 2 Kings, 237.
10 Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 477: “In effect, these two narratives are twin crises 
which take place simultaneously. Even as the Assyrians are threatening outside the walls 
of Jerusalem, he is inside attempting to survive his own personal crisis.”
11 Ackroyd (“An Interpretation,” 332) views the material within ch.36-39 as put “in a 
significant rather than a merely chronological order”. The same thing is effected in 7.1, 
where the reader is immediately told that the attempted siege was unsuccessful (v.lb, “but 
they were not able to take it”), and so it is made clear that all Ahaz’s fears are for nothing, 
and narrative interest centres on Ahaz’s own reaction to the situation.
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Hezekiah’s reaction to it will be is before the reader in terms of the proffered sign 
(vv.7,8) and the king’s psalm (vv.9ff).
We see, then, that, as in chs.36-37, so too in eh.38, Hezekiah’s reaction to 
events, and the readerly observation of the king’s actions and character, are central 
to the presentation of the narrative.
5.1.2 The Deaths of Kings
A threat to Hezekiah’s life (38.1) immediately follows the death of another 
king, namely Sennacherib, in 37.38 (“in the house of Nisroch his god”), and so the 
present chapter raises the question: will Hezekiah go the way of the Assyrian 
king? This chapter ends with the question of Hezekiah as to when he can “go up 
to the house of YHWH” (38.22). Sennacherib meeting his death in the house of his 
god can thus be contrasted with Hezekiah wanting to be found in the house of 
YHWH after his reprieve from death. The preceding narrative is only brought to a 
close with notice of the death of Sennacherib (37.38), and ch.38 is dominated by the 
‘near-death’ experience of King Hezekiah. Sennacherib’s death is a fulfilment of 
prophetic prediction (cf. 37.7), and so also, in the case of Hezekiah, notice of his 
death comes in a prophetic statement (38.1b).
The connections with the fate of Sennacherib reinforce the life-threatening 
nature of the challenge that Hezekiah faces at the beginning of ch.38. Further, the 
parallel with Sennacherib draws attention to the royal status of Hezekiah, a thing to 
be sure, that is not specifically stated (“Hezekiah became sick”).
5.1.3 Hezekiah’s Reaction
The focus o f ch.38 is on Hezekiah, the chapter beginning with a description 
of his sickly condition (v.la), and Hezekiah is mentioned by name some six times
12 The narrative, so Sweeney (.Isaiah 1-39, 501), “is composed to present pious and 
delivered Hezekiah in deliberate contrast to the arrogant Sennacherib, who is assassinated 
by his own sons in the temple of his own god.” See also Seitz, Zion’s Final Destiny, M i­
l l  6.
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(w .1 ,2 1 \3 ,5 ,9 ,22), whereas Isaiah’s nam e only occurs in vv. 1,4,21. The reader 
does not have direct access to the characters in a narrative, and that is seen in that 
character speech is embedded in the narrator’s through such phrases as "And he 
said” .14 Isaiah’s name, patronym and title (v .lb , "Isaiah the son o f Am oz the 
prophet”) are exam ples o f  ju st such em bedding. The same title is used earlier in 
37.2 and in 37.21 (but w ithout "the prophet”) and later in 39.3 (this time without 
"the son o f  A m oz”), but here is made especially solem n by the further addition o f 
"the son o f  A m oz” (cf. 1.1; 2.1). The designation applied ("the prophet”) makes 
Isaiah’s prediction, and then his instruction, sound particularly authoritative. The 
reader does not need to be told who Isaiah is, but this overspecification emphasises 
his prophetic ro le .15 As in the previous story (cf. 37.6-7,21-35), the role o f Isaiah is 
to announce the fate o f  kings, here Hezekiah.
V. la  is a sum m ary account and the rest o f  the chapter a scenic presentation 
(w .lb f f ) . The narrator (v .la ) tells the reader how serious is H ezekiah’s condition. 
I f  H ezekiah does not know how serious it is, he soon will, for Isaiah comes on the 
highest authority and tells him (v .lb ). I f  v . la  left the reader with little hope in 
regard to the outcom e o f  H ezekiah’s illness, being told that he is very sick or "at the 
point o f  death” ( n i f t^ ) ,16 v .lb  confirms that only the worst can be expected for
13 The name is not used in the Kings parallel (cf. 2 Kgs 20.2; though the RSV supplies it). 
We do not have to view, with Sweeney {Isaiah 1-4, 14 n.l 1), the use of the name in the 
Isaiah form of the text as added emphasis, since we remain agnostic with regard to the 
priority of the parallel texts.
14 Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 13.
15 Cf. Hobbs, 2 Kings, 290; Revell, Designation, 168.
16 2 Chron 32.24 has n iD ^“ “!!; lm pU T  n^Pl; a parallel to “sick to death” (Pll?^ r f rn )  
can be found in 2 Kgs 13.14 ("Now when Elisha had fallen sick [¡"1*21"!] with the illness of 
which he was to die [12 nift"' “1K?N V^rTilK]”); see Karl-Johan Illman, Old Testament 
Formulas about Death (Abo: Abo Akademi, 1979) 24-25 for the expression "sickness to 
death”. D. Winton Thomas (“A Consideration of Some Unusual Ways of Expressing the 
Superlative in Hebrew,” VT III [1953] 220) views the expression in v.l as meaning only 
“very ill” (italics mine), seeing that Hezekiah is said to have recovered (v.9).
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Hezekiah (“you will die”17). The prophet’s diagnosis is no surprise to the reader 
(after v.la), but it may be to Hezekiah. The interest for the reader (and hence the 
necessity of the ‘redundancy’) is in what Hezekiah will do now that he knows. 
Hezekiah may know in v.la how serious his condition is, but the narrator has not 
told us whether he did or did not; all that v.la did was inform the reader so that he 
knows its seriousness. In v.la the narrator tells the reader, but in v.lb one character 
within the story (Isaiah) tells another character (Hezekiah), which is quite a 
different thing. This serves to bring out the different perspectives within 
storytelling. The informational gap opened by v.la is: we know, but does Hezekiah 
know? This gap is filled by v.lb, but by so doing, another gap is immediately 
opened: what will Hezekiah do now that he knows? The effect of all this is to 
throw into relief the reaction of Hezekiah.
Why did Hezekiah become sick? What was the reason behind it? Was it a 
divine punishment or judgment of some kind? Is Hezekiah like attacked Jerusalem 
or is he shortly to join judged Sennacherib? We expect (perhaps) that his illness is 
a prelude to his healing, because he is a godly king, and so the reader is taken aback 
by the prophet’s words which disappoint expectations (v.lb). We are given no 
information as to why Hezekiah is sick -  just as (in 36.1) no reason is given for the 
attack on Judah, so we must assume (given the obvious paralleling) that there is a 
reason that is yet to be uncovered for the reader. In v.lb the prophet gives no hint 
or encouragement that the sentence might be altered. As Hobbs points out,18 often 
such announcements of impending demise are portrayed as judgments (see 1 Sam 
2.31-34; 1 Kgs 14.10; 2 Kgs 1.2-4), but here nothing is said about the king being 
punished for any misdeeds -  yet something may yet come to light. Westermann
17 The probable force of nriN ¡"10 ^0 is “for you are about to die”, this speaking of the 
imminent future (cf. Burney, Notes on the Hebrew Text o f the Books o f Kings, with an 
Introduction and Appendix [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1903] 348; Illman, Formulas, 156), 
as does the similar, though not identical formula, in Gen 50.5 (I"lO 113!!).
18 2 Kings, 290.
200
classifies 38.1 among “Judgment-Speeches Without a Reason”.19 Hezekiah's death 
is announced “without depicting this as a punishment for a transgression and 
without basing it on an accusation”, yet some scholars want to see herein an 
implied accusation.21 Certainly in his prayer of v.3, Hezekiah is (in effect) 
proclaiming his innocence. For Hull,22 it is at this point that the narrator takes up 
the personal effect of Hezekiah’s sin earlier uncovered, having focussed in chs.36- 
37, according to Hull, on the community, so that the that threatens Hezekiah is 
not something that just “happened”, but must be viewed as a punishment for sin, 
however nothing in v.l says or implies that.
The words of Isaiah are like a death sentence pronounced on Hezekiah, and 
the words of prophecy are put into words of literary force by the use of poetic 
parallelism, as not unusual for a prophetic oracle: “for you shall die // and you shall 
not live” (the poetry of vv.lOff will take this up).2 ’ Stating as they do the death/life 
alternatives, they almost invite the prayer that follows (vv.lOff). The situation of 
Hezekiah, then, is described in life/ death motifs that punctuate the psalm of 
Hezekiah.24 I will have cause to compare and contrast the two prayers of Hezekiah.
14 Basic Forms, 161.
20 • ,Basic Forms, 162; “The mere announcement of ill (Unheilsankiindigung) which we find
in this group of texts should be distinguished clearly from the announcement of judgment”
(p. 163). Despite what Westermann says, the narrative does not depict Isaiah’s speech as
an answer to an inquiry by the king, though that is a common feature in other texts (1 Kgs
14.1-3; 2 Kgs 1.2), and so that cannot be used as an explanation here for the absence of
accusation.
21 Cf. Gerbrandt, Deuteronomistic History, 85: “Isaiah’s pronouncement that Hezekiah 
will die must be seen as also an indictment of Hezekiah in that such a fate would have 
been seen as a punishment for transgression.” Robert L Cohn (“Convention and Creativity 
in the Book of Kings: The Case of the Dying Monarch,” CBQ 47 [1985] 613) argues 
against such a view, interpreting the command of v.lb as suggesting that “the oracle was 
more an act of grace that divine judgment, a forewarning so that Hezekiah could set his 
house in order.”
22 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 457.
23 Young suggests that the point of the parallelism is to add force (.Isaiah II, 509), and he 
also mentions the other combination (“will live and not die”) in Gen 42.2; 43.8; Num 4.19.
24 A point also made by Beuken, Isaiah II/2, 391.
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5.1.4 Hezekiah’s House
Hezekiah is told what it is important for him to do in his deadly peril. Isaiah 
expresses it in this way: “Command (125) your house QIVD^)”, or as the RSV  
translates it: “Set your house in order”. The same thing is said of Ahithophel in 2 
Sam 17.23 before he hanged himself: irPD-i?N 12T1 (lit. “and he commanded his 
house”). This indicates the seriousness of Hezekiah’s illness, and makes the 
issue one of succession and the deposition of property (which will be taken up in 
the next chapter). The immediately preceding narrative of the Sennacherib-Esar- 
haddon succession (37.38b) makes the reader think in terms of succession. Isaiah’s 
concern regarding the king providing for the IT’D is clear. By so doing the 
narrative demonstrates an interest in the continuation of the Davidic dynasty (as 
does 38.5). Gous suggests that the purpose of Isaiah’s prophecy is not to gloat but
25 The expression there is a little different. There is some ambiguity in regard to either 
preposition (bit. or *7), which express both a simple dative “to” (the recipient of an 
address) and “concerning” (marking the topic of a verb of saying); see Waltke and 
O’Connor, Syntax, pp. 193-194 for and pp.206-207,210 for 1?. In the latter sense the 
LXX has ic^ai nepi toü oIkou, “give orders with respect to your house”; in the former, the 
sense is “make known to your house your last will”, which Delitzsch {Biblical 
Commentary II, 112) favours, noting that though the verb 11125 is generally construed with 
the accusative of the person commanded, it is also construed with L>, and he gives as the 
example Exod 1 . 2 2 , i l lHD ‘’ÜTI (“Then Pharaoh commanded all his people”).
26 Cf. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 494.
27 “It calls for Hezekiah to make arrangement for the royal succession in view of his 
imminent death” (Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 51); cf. Hobbs, 2 Kings, 290: “Here the prophet 
functions as a royal adviser to ensure a proper and orderly succession. Such ‘putting the 
house in order’ would avoid any unnecessary strife after the death of the reigning king.” J. 
Robinson (The Second Book of Kings [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976] 
193) commenting on the NEB translation “Give your last instructions to your household” 
asserts: “this applies particularly to the nomination of a successor.” Cf. Gray, 1 & 2 Kings, 
697: “No doubt this amounted to the designation of a successor and provision for the rest
of the family.”
28 Hoffer makes comparison with Nathan’s involvement in 1 Kings 1,2 (“An Exegesis of 
Isaiah 38.21,” JSOT 56 [1992] 73), as also does Hutter, Hiskija, König von Juda, 68 n.3.
29 Clements discusses the connection of the Davidic dynasty and the Zion tradition, 
attributing the differing attitudes (as he sees it) toward its survival in chs.36-37 compared
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to give an opportunity to name a successor/0 The Davidic theme, in the person of 
desperately-ill Hezekiah, with the related concern of royal succession, will, as we 
shall have cause to note, pervade the whole of ch.38.
In summary, then, though not given the title king (“Hezekiah became sick1'), 
after the narration of Sennacherib’s death (37.38), Hezekiah is viewed as another 
king facing death. The chapter focuses on Hezekiah (his personal crisis), and the 
reaction of Hezekiah to the deadly challenge will be highlighted. There is the 
kingly concern over succession, and more specifically, over the continuation (or 
non-continuation) of the Davidic dynasty.
5.2 Hezekiah’s Prayer (38.2-3)
In v.2 Hezekiah does not reply to Isaiah, but prays to YHWH, so that a scene 
change is signalled. The omniscient narrator31 knows what Hezekiah said to 
YHWH when he turned his face to the wall and prayed, and communicates this to 
the reader (v.3). He knows too what YHWH said to Isaiah (vv.5ff), and the reader 
is told that too.
The passionate prayer of Hezekiah (v.3a) is prefaced and followed by the 
noting of his pathetic actions (vv.2,3b).32 Hezekiah’s prayers (vv.3a,10ff) allow us 
to see Hezekiah’s life-threatening illness from his point of view. Hezekiah is the
to chs.38-39 to different redactional periods {Isaiah and the Deliverance o f Jerusalem: A 
Study o f the Interpretation o f Prophecy in the Old Testament [JSOTSS 13; Sheffield: 
JSOT Press, 1980, 1984] chs.3,4).
30 I.G.P. Gous (“The role and function of the miracle healings in the Naaman and 
Hezekiah traditions,” in Healing in the name o f God [ed. P.G.R. de Villiers; Pretoria: C.B. 
Powell Bible Centre, The University of South Africa, 1986] 15) gives no reason for the 
suggestion, except that he notes in his earlier discussion of the 2 Kings text that “there was 
at the time still no successor” (p.14).
See Sternberg, Poetics, 84,85 for a summary of evidence for narratorial omniscience.
32 Ezra 9.5; 10.1; Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 68: “The type of speech which is particularly
effective in disclosing a person’s psychological state is the emotive one.”
33 “Direct speech...is the most dramatic way of conveying the character’s internal 
psychological and ideological points of view” (Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation, 64 
[suspension points mine]).
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only fully-fledged character in ch.38. He is realistically portrayed, for example, his 
weeping (v.3b),14 his noted tears (v.5a), and his heartfelt prayers.’5 Hezekiah’s 
emotions and motivations are either made explicit or are to be discerned by the 
reader from hints provided in the narrative. We feel we know him, understand 
him, and can, to an extent, identify with him. On the other hand, in this chapter, 
and the others in this cycle, the prophet Isaiah is much more of a type than an 
individual. He is Isaiah “the prophet” (v.l), and his words are always prefaced by 
“Thus says YHWH” (v.lb), or the like, the one exception being v.2l below. Isaiah 
shows no emotional involvement in events and his own feelings are not expressed. 
The reader cannot relate to him as a person. As a type, he shows a limited and 
stereotyped range of traits and represents a class of people (the prophets) who share 
these traits. This makes the chapter revolve around Hezekiah. He is the one 
character who changes, who has different moods, in whom we can discern some 
possible development. We note the frequent “I”, “me”, or “my” in his prayers. He 
alone speaks for himself and about himself. He is a character who arouses our 
sympathy, and about his character we must make a judgment.
Hezekiah turns his face to the wall, and we must consider the significance of 
this action. It may be expressive of strong feeling or show the psychological 
isolation he feels. Perhaps it is an expression of his turning from man to God, that 
the prayer which follows puts into words. His action is enigmatic: it may express
34 Hezekiah’s tears underscore his sincerity and desperation (and Nelson points to Pss 6.7 
[Eng. 6] and 39.12 [Eng. 11] as suitable comparisons [First and Second Kings, 244]).
The supplicatory PI3N (v.3a “ah! now”) is a strong expression of entreaty, to be derived 
from PIN and N3 (so Alexander, The Prophecies o f Isaiah, 539 [following Gesenius]). 
Long translates it: “Please, oh please” (2 Kings, 237). 
j6 Cf. Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation, 31,32.
37 1 Kgs 21.4 where King Ahab “turned away his face” is similar but not identical.
Hezekiah may, in part, be sulking; that would seem to be the explanation of Ahab’s action.
38 As suggested by Alexander (The Prophecies o f Isaiah, 539), here, in contrast to evil 
Ahab, more of grief than anger.
39 So Clements, Isaiah 1-39, 290.
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one or all of the suggested motivations. The Targum has NZHpft TPD ^niD*? (“to 
the wall of the holy house, i.e., the temple40), but there is no reason (in the Isaiah 
context) to take it as referring to other than the wall of the sickroom, or to see it as 
in any way alluding to the temple41 (more credible connections to the temple will be 
made later in this chapter). Along with his tears,42 it is perhaps best simply to view 
Hezekiah’s turning his face to the wall as an expression of strong grief.
Hezekiah’s prayer is like the repeated ‘remember’ prayers of Nehemiah 
(Neh 5.19; 6.14; 13.14,22,28,31) and those within the Psalter (Ps 89.48,51 [Eng. 
47,50]), as well as Lam 5.1.43 Hezekiah’s plea is that his good deeds and his 
loyalty to YHWH be accredited to his account.44 The language of the prayer of 
v.3a (nDND, the u b t i  root, and Dl£Dm) can be connected to what Hezekiah says in 
39.8 (“The word of YHWH which you have spoken is good [D1 CD]... There will be
40 Working in the Kings context, Hull gives evidence that Hezekiah’s symbolic action of 
turning to the wall (“f p) evokes images of temple and dynastic elimination {Hezekiah -  
Saint and sinner, 466-467), though Hull’s argumentation at times is over-subtle.
41 Cf. Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 671 n.l. Nothing in the usage of “Pp elsewhere in Isaiah (22.5; 
25.4; 59.10, according to Mandelkern, p.1048) would link it with the temple (also BOB 
p.885, that views “)p in 22.5 as dubious and notes the emendations made to “Pp in 25.4). 
Ehrlich {Randglossen, 137) discounts other views, but his own view is no more 
convincing: “Die Wand hat weder mit dem Tempel noch mit dem Verlangen Hiskias, mit 
seinem Gotte allein zu sein (Duhm) etwas zu tun. Der König wandte sich um mit dem 
Gesicht zur Wand, einfach weil er sich vor dem Propheten zu weinen schämte.” 
Hezekiah’s weeping is not mentioned until the end of v.3, and so would not seem to be 
directly related to Hezekiah’s turning of his face to the wall.
42 Other references to weeping (HDD) in Isaiah are 15.2,3,5; 16.9,9; 22.4,12; 30.19,19; 
33.7; 65.19.
43 On the use of the root “IDT with God as the subject, B.S. Childs, Memory and Tradition 
in Israel (SBT 37; London: SCM, 1962) 3 Iff, who views the prayer of Hezekiah as “non- 
cultic in flavour”, and the form of the plea as “akin to that of the complaint psalm” (p.36); 
cf. H. Eising, ““IDT zäkhar,” TDOT 4:69-72, who interprets Hezekiah’s request for God to 
remember in the context of the “idea that God is just and does not let those who do good 
go unrewarded”, and hence the appeal to merit (p.70).
4 It would be nice, given the “house of YHWH” theme below, to link his plea with the 
‘Entrance Liturgy’ of Psalms 15 and 24 and Isaiah 33.14-16, but there are no particular 
similarities with regard to form or terminology.
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peace and faithfulness [DEN] in my days”),45 showing that Hezekiah could
have prayed in ch.39, using the same terminology, making it a prayer (this prayer 
repeated), rather than making a statement of resignation (if that is what 39.8 is). In 
the narrative before us, Hezekiah “prayed to YHWH”, as he did (with some 
success) in 37.15 earlier.46 This will prove to be another case of effective prayer 
(w.5ff).
Hezekiah’s all too brief prayer of petition is given in highly stylised words 
recounting his pious life, and consists of words appropriate for a faithful king, 
echoing as they do Davidic sentiments.47 Davidic parallels will also be obvious in 
an examination of the written prayer of vv.9ff. As well, Hezekiah’s prayer is 
offered in the spirit of the psalms of lament ascribed to David (e.g., Pss 17.3-5; 
26.1-5; 86.11). He asks to be measured and judged against the standard expected of 
the representative of the Davidic house.
Is v.3 a fair characterisation of Hezekiah, or is it obviously biased and 
slanted? Can Hezekiah say the things he does about himself because of his godly
As Watts also notes {Isaiah 34-66, 51), though he does not refer to 31 OH. Miscall is 
another who connects the language of 38.3, 38.17-19 and 39.8 and does not mention 
3*ICDn. Hull also makes the above connection with Hezekiah’s response to Isaiah’s word 
of future disaster {Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 465 n.39).
6 The reuse here of (“and he prayed”; cf. 37.15 V^Dm ) invites the comparison
of the two prayers and their positive outcomes; cf. Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 257; Gerbrandt, 
Deuteronomistic History, 85.
47 The claim “I have walked before you in truth” is traceable to David (cf. 1 Kgs 2.4 
no&a rob1?), as is pointed out by J.B. Payne (“The Unity of Isaiah: Evidence from 
Chapters 36-39,” BETS 6 [1963] 51); Long draws attention to Solomon’s reference to 
David in 1 Kgs 3.6 (2 Kings, 237); Hull {Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 465) is another who 
makes a link, noting that this type of language is specifically employed in Kings when 
presenting David as a model of kingship in its duty of maintaining a correct relationship 
with God; cf. Wildberger, Jesaja 3, 1448: “Das Bild, daß er vom König zeichnet, steht 
dem Ideal nicht fern, an welchem der Deuteronomist die Herrscher Judas gemessen hat”; 
Vermeylen, “Hypothèses,” 115: “Encore une fois, nous retrouvons donc ici la 
préoccupation morale de l’école deutéronomiste”.
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deportment within chs.36-37, or is it a self-centred prayer?48 Does his prayer guide 
the reader, cutting off any implication that the sickness is due to sin and so a 
judgment, or is it a lure, taking the reader along a false trail that other features of 
the narrative will have to correct? Even if the narrator does not mislead us, a 
character might.49 However, in v.4, God’s command for Isaiah to go to Hezekiah 
could be seen as a vindication of Hezekiah’s self-assessment in v.3a.50 As well, v.5 
(“I have heard your prayer”) would seem to confirm Hezekiah's self-stated 
characterisation as godly.
There is no actual request for healing in the prayer, and Williams suggests 
that this is so because healing was so rare in the Old Testament,51 but surely 
Hezekiah’s request of YHWH to “remember” him amounts to a prayer for healing, 
though Williams’ main point is acknowledged, that no actual request for healing is 
made. The explanation may be that it is not healing per se, but something else, that 
is important to Hezekiah. We will give further consideration to this matter in our 
examination of 38.22 (where again Hezekiah fails to give specific reference to his 
healing).
The brevity of Hezekiah’s recorded prayer raises more questions than it 
answers. It opens a number of gaps. What exactly are Hezekiah’s thoughts when
48 Cf. Nelson, First and Second Kings, 243-244, who rightly points out that Hezekiah’s 
claim to virtue is in no way presumptuous, but rather an accepted practice in prayer (and 
found many times over in the Psalter; cf. Kurt Fror, “Das Gebet des Königs Hiskia: Ein 
Beitrag zur Predigt über alttestamentliche Texte als hermeneutische und homiletische 
Aufgabe,” in Humanitas -  Christianitas [Festschrift: Walter von Loewenich zum 65. 
Geburtstag; ed. G.M. Beysch; Wittenberg: Luther Verlag, 1968] 375,376).
49 We cannot jump to the conclusion, as Clements does {Isaiah 1-39, 290), that Hezekiah 
expresses the (final) opinion of the narrator: “The author’s emphasis is clear: to show that 
Hezekiah was a pious and obedient servant of God, who had nothing to repent of, even 
when faced with the prospect of his own imminent death. The king simply reminds God 
of the faithfulness in which his life had been lived.”
50 D.T. Williams, “The dial and the boil: Some remarks on the healing of Hezekiah,” OTE 
2/2 (1989) 35.
51 Williams, “The dial and the boil,” 32; we note that David in the Psalter is perfectly able 
to request healing (Ps 6.3 [Eng. 2]) and to thank God for healing (Ps 30.3 [Eng. 2]).
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faced with the prospect of death? Is v.3 a comprehensive and balanced presentation 
of his past life, or is it only true as far as it goes? What exactly is the relation, as 
Hezekiah views it, between God and his sickness? What is to be made of the 
echoing of descriptions of David found elsewhere in the OT? Only if the reader is 
allowed to hear more from King Hezekiah (cf. vv.lOff), will he be able to close 
some of these gaps.
In summary, then, the strength of Hezekiah’s reaction to the announcement 
by Isaiah of his impending death, and the expressive wording of his prayer, place 
the character of Hezekiah before the reader for assessment. Given the psalmic 
parallels for the content and practice of his praying, there is no indication in the 
wording of v.3 that fault is to be found in them. Hezekiah asks to be measured 
against a Davidic standard.
5.3 YHWH’s Gracious Answer (38.4-8)
Vv.4-8 report the coming of YHWH’s word to Isaiah, granting a reprieve 
and an extension of life to Hezekiah, and “thereby serve as the culmination of vv.l- 
8.” That the verses represent a new scene is shown by the wording of the divine 
command to Isaiah: “Go and say to Hezekiah”, showing that Isaiah had left
Hezekiah’s presence. To be precise, as noted by Hull,54 the narrator reports Isaiah’s 
reception of the word of YHWH containing the announcement for Hezekiah. Only 
the commissioning of the prophet is narrated (“Then the word of YHWH came to 
Isaiah saying”), with no delivery scene or even summary of delivery being included 
by the narrator. This does not mean, however, that Isaiah displaces Hezekiah as the
52 Hull makes the following assessment: “Hezekiah directed YHWH’s attention to actions 
which portray him as the ideal Davidic king, thereby hoping to divert attention from his 
unspecified sinful action which has resulted in the death sentence for him and his house” 
(.Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 465).
5'1 Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 491.
54 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 447.
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central character. As in the previous two chapters (so Gerbrandt55), Isaiah’s role in 
the whole process is largely secondary: (1) Isaiah brings YHWH’s announcements 
and signs, but does not really affect events, for what YHWH will do is in response 
to the prayer of Hezekiah (“I have heard your prayer”); (2) as in 37.14-20, 
Hezekiah in v.3 prays directly to YHWH and does not need Isaiah to intercede for 
him; (3) the message (w.5-6) and the sign (vv.7-8) are both for Hezekiah.
What the narrator has allowed the reader to see and hear (vv.2,3), God hears 
and sees (v.5a). YHWH, as “the living God” (37.17), has “heard” and “seen”, just 
as Hezekiah called on YHWH to hear and see the mocking of Sennacherib on that 
earlier occasion. This is another parallel between the deliverance of the city and the 
recovery granted Hezekiah. As in the previous narrative, Hezekiah has an 
important part to play -  again by praying. His recovery is only possible because of 
the action he takes in appealing to YHWH. This verse (v.5a) shows that the king’s 
prayer is crucial in turning the situation around (as it was in 37.21), and the 
acknowledging of a prayer usually implies that a favourable response will be 
forthcoming.56
Hezekiah’s life is to be extended with the granting of “fifteen years” 
additional rule. Instead of a simple healing (that is open-ended), what is granted is 
an extension of life, with the prospect of (eventual) death still before the king. 
This, then, has the effect of keeping the matter of the succession before Hezekiah
55 Deuteronomistic History, 85. Though Rofe would classify the present story under 
prophetic didactic legenda (“Classes in the Prophetic Stories: Didactic Legenda and 
Parable,” in Studies on Prophecy [SVT 26; Leiden: Brill, 1974] 143-164), he notes the 
differentiating feature that the prayer (38.3) is not that of the prophet, “but of a secular 
figure like the king” (p. 151).
56 Long also compares 1 Sam 25.35 (2 Kings, 238).
A number of scholars have made, what we believe to be, inappropriate applications from 
this feature of the narrative, namely (given the parallel between city and king) that the city 
too is granted only a reprieve; cf. Webb, Isaiah, 155; Sweeney, Isaiah 1-4, 33, though 
Sweeney later appears to have modified his view, Isaiah 1-39, 457; Williams, The dial and 
the boil,” 38, who says that the delay of Hezekiah’s death, is “a symbol of the delay of the 
exile.”
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(and before the reader). Hezekiah has longer to “set [his] house in order” and the 
command of v .lb  is still (presumably) operative. The future of the Davidic house is 
a major issue explored in this chapter.
5.3.1 “The God of David your father”
The divine epithet used in the divine self-designation, “the God of David” 
(v.5a), is a connection back to 37.35, but adds “[David] your father” rather than
CO
“my servant [David]”, for the father/son likeness (and succession) is in view. We 
may compare this with the preceding messenger formula, “Thus says YHWH God 
of Israel” (37.21), with its different specification of YHWH. Such expansions of the 
basic messenger formula are narratorially significant, so that in the case of 37.21, 
the formula used in the prophetic response to Hezekiah’s petition picks up the 
identical divine epithet used in the petition itself (cf. 37.16). Here in 38.5 the divine 
response picks up the (implicit) Davidic motifs in Hezekiah’s prayer (v.3), and 
appears to confirm that they were appropriately used in the prayer.
The reference to “David” (v.5) supports the perception of Hezekiah as a 
‘Second David’,59 implying that Hezekiah is a true ‘son of David’, and reflects his 
royal forebear’s image (and godliness), and that YHWH again acts “for the sake of 
David” (cf. 37.35).60 It has been suggested that childless Hezekiah was concerned
58 Perhaps (implicitly) the divine promise of perpetual succession given to David is also on 
view (2 Sam 7.12).
See Pro van, Hezekiah and the Books of Kings, 114ff; Jean-Pierre Sternberger (“David 
est-il parmi les prophètes? La mention du nom de David dans les Oracles des prophètes 
postérieurs,” ETR 69 [1994] 53-61) does not specifically look at this text, presumably due 
to the fact that it has a parallel in 2 Kings, but sees in Isaiah “une utilisation du nom de 
David pour caractériser le lieu traditionnel du pouvoir” (p.60), an optimistic use that has its 
origins (according to Sternberger) in court circles.
60 There is a further Davidic link in the Kings text formulation of v.6 which has the added
words “for my sake and my servant David’s sake” Ç12V TH *¡17^1 lQIsa3 too).
The addition is obviously influenced by 2 Kgs 19.34 (= Isa 37.35), there being other 
connections between the two verses, as already noted. God’s motivation for hearing and 
answering Hezekiah’s appeal is the same as that for his defence of the city (that would 
seem to be implied), and this further strengthens the paralleling of city and king.
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for the future of the Davidic house,61 with the suggestion being supported by the 
address of Hezekiah (“the God of David your father”).62 The idea that Hezekiah’s 
tears were caused by his lack of an heir has a long history and is found in Josephus 
and the Talmud. The reference to “David your father ’ provides further support 
for the view that we have already argued for at some length.
5.3.2 King and City
The chapter opens with a sudden threat: Hezekiah is sick and indeed close to 
death, just as in 36.1,2 the Assyrians are almost immediately at the walls of 
Jerusalem. The suddenness and the ferocity of ‘the attack’ is alike in both chapters. 
In ch.36 the city stared inevitable death in the face (or so it appeared), as Hezekiah 
does now.64
38.6 affirms the connection with chs.36-37, making ch.38 part of a wider 
narrative complex,65 and it repeats the promise of 37.35 concerning the city and 
expands it to include the king (“I will deliver you ’ n 'T S K ]) 66 That the threat 
posed by the king of Assyria is personally directed at Hezekiah was revealed in our 
analysis o f chs.36-37, and v.6 affirms this in the clearest possible way. Watts states
61 Cf. Young, Isaiah II, 510.
62 Cf. Harry Bultema, Commentary on Isaiah (tr. C. Lambregtse; Grand Rapids: Kregal, 
1981) 349.
63 James A. Montgomery, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Books o f Kings 
(ICC; ed. Henry Snyder Gehman; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1951) 507. Likewise, 
Delitzsch (Biblical Commentary II, 112) views this weeping aloud to be, in part, “because 
it was a dreadful thing to him to have to die without an heir”, but Delitzsch points to no 
features within the present chapter to justify his view, which, apparently, is based on the 
presumed chronology of Hezekiah’s reign.
64 For the parallel between ‘sick’ city and sick king, see R.N. Whybray, Thanksgiving for a 
Liberated Prophet: An Interpretation o f Isaiah Chapter 53 (JSOTSS 4; Sheffield: The 
University of Sheffield, 1978) 58ff; cf. Hoffer, “Isaiah 38.21,” 75,76.
65 Cf. Clements, Isaiah 1-39, 289.
66 Ackroyd (“Isaiah 36-39,” 13) notes the verbal linkages back to 37.35: the use of 133 of 
the protection of Jerusalem in both and the equivalent uses of roots and *7323 (“save”/ 
“deliver’). Further, not noted by Ackroyd, “this city” (FlNTH TUPi) is a feature of both 
verses.
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the connection thus: “In addition to the misery of the painful boil, Hezekiah 
suffered from a diplomatic illness”.67 The one crisis is a health threat, the other a 
diplomatic threat, but both are personally directed at Hezekiah.
The oracular response to Hezekiah’s prayer promises not only extension of 
life but also deliverance from the Assyrians (v.6), and ties the present story to the 
deliverance from the siege. The deliverance theme recurs here (v.6a, “I will deliver 
you” ["fnSN]) as was featured prominently in eh.36, where Rabshakeh claimed 
that YHWH could not deliver “this city” (36.15), and the double mention of “this 
city” (cf. 37.33,34,35) helps to draw the parallel between the deliverance of the city 
and sick king. In this way, one story can be read as a metaphor for the other: the 
city is ‘sick’ and the king is ‘under attack’. A ‘near-death’ experience for both city 
and king is what these chapters describe.68 In the words of Seitz, the story of the 
illness has a “parabolic concern”.69 The coupling of the experience of city and king 
is effected by the conjoining of vv.5 and 6, though it is one can be discerned from 
v.la, and even within v.6, the paralleling of king and city is confirmed by their 
being twin objects of the same verb (“I will deliver you and this city”).
Whybray comments on the words (“our sicknesses”) and
(“our pains”) in 53.4a, which refer back to 53.3, where the servant is said to have 
been in the past “a man of pains” (ITDiOft ETN) and “acquainted with sickness” 
f b n  i?rri). Both D ior: and ’bn  can, so Whybray, be either in a literal or a 
metaphorical sense. The statements in 53.3 occur in a context which is naturally 
interpreted literally, the speakers confessing that the servant’s physical appearance 
and condition had repelled them (vv.2,3b), and a literal reference to sickness and
67 Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 50. Miscall (Isaiah, 92) expresses it thus: “The issue of life and 
death, which hovered over the previous two chapters, dominates this chapter.”
68 Cf. Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 231,255; Webb, Isaiah, 155; Ehrlich (.Randglossen, 138) notes 
the parallel and has his own theory of composition to explain it.69
Zion’s Final Destiny, 177. Williams speaks of the cure of Hezekiah as a “symbol” 
(“The dial and the boil,” 37,38).
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pain would accord with this. Literally interpreted, the words appropriately describe 
the actual bodily condition of the servant, but they also can bear a metaphorical 
meaning, the broken state of the nation, as the word ^ P l is used of the condition of 
Judah in 1.5,6. This uses sickness imagery to represent what is more literally 
described in subsequent verses (1.7,8). The narrative of Hezekiah’s sickness takes 
up the motif of sick Jerusalem from ch.l. Whybray postulates that in 53.4 the 
words ^P I and D iO ft are used by the speakers to refer to the sufferings of exile, 
being “our diseases" and “our pains”.70 In 6.10 the healing of the people (XS“1) is 
related to their repentance and God’s people are portrayed as ill and unconverted.71 
In 33.24 an eschatological pronouncement about Zion is made, in which illness, 
healing and the remission of sin of city’s inhabitants play a role. In contrast to 6.10, 
the inhabitants of Jerusalem are there pictured as healthy and their iniquity
79forgiven.
All this is not to suggest that Hezekiah’s sickness is anything but literal, but 
it does show that Hezekiah’s sickness can bear a metaphorical meaning, and that 
his sickness might also symbolise the fate of the city under siege. The connection 
and parallel, then, between city and king as observed in ch.38 adds further 
confirmation, if it were needed, that Jerusalem’s crisis in Isaiah 36-37 was also 
Hezekiah’s crisis. Enough has been said, and more evidence will be presented 
below, to establish that the connections between this and the preceding narrative are
70 Thanksgiving for a Liberated Prophet, 59.
71 J.H. Coetzee (“The ‘song of Hezekiah’ [Is 38:9-20]: a doxology of judgement from the 
exilic Period,” OTE 2/3 [1989] 17) uses the parallel between chs.36-39 and chs.6-8 posited 
by Craig A. Evans (“On the Unity and Parallel Structure of Isaiah,” VT 38 [1988] 133) to 
suggest that the possibility exists that the combination of these motifs was used in 38.9-20 
to emphasise within the context of the song the relationship between Hezekiah and the city
of Jerusalem.
72 Sweeney {Isaiah 1-39, 430) notes the significant placement, as he sees it, of 33.24, with 
its prospect of freedom from sickness (rf?!!), that verse picking up the earlier use of * ¡^1 
(1.5) and ] ir  (1.4), so that the motif of illness envelopes what he views as the first half of 
the book.
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not merely ‘editorial' or ‘redactionaf, and accomplished simply by the use of 
□nn at the beginning and a modified use of 37.35 at 38.6. Rather there are
substantial connections, thematically and otherwise, so that the two crises are 
interwoven. The attack of Sennacherib is personally directed at Hezekiah and here 
the crisis of illness is clearly a personal one for Hezekiah.
5.3.3 The Sign Granted
The terms used to describe the sign have wider thematic connections. In v.8 
the heavy use of roots as twin terms, and the use of the root 212? is to be
noted. Sennacherib was made to “return’' (212?; 37.7,29b,34a) the way he came, just 
as the shadow is caused to do in v.8 here (2 ,,2?ft). The return of the sun’s shadow 
becomes a symbol of the return of Sennacherib. As well, Sennacherib “goes up” 
(H^U) against Judah (36.1,10).73 The “shadow” (^25) may, as suggested by Hull, be 
read as a wordplay on ^ 3  (whose forms often feature an assimilated 3), which is 
the key word in Rabshakeh’s second speech (36.13-20). In the Isaiah form of the 
text it is used immediately preceding the announcement of the sign (38.6 
which would seem to confirm that a deliberate wordplay is in view, with the 
performed sign (v.8b) giving assurance of the promised deliverance, which is both 
personal (v.5) and national (v.6). There is the threat (here relieved) that Hezekiah 
will be one of those who “go down” (*HTP) to the pit (38.18), that in effect 
provides a commentary on the decline (mT) of the sun.74 The chapter closes with 
the prospect that he will instead “go up” (H^JJN) to the temple (38.22). All this 
serves to make the sign of the shadow much more than an arbitrarily chosen token, 
and the prediction is fortified by a significant sign. The earlier “sign” (37.31)
73 Hull also notes the wordplay, and he develops it in a most interesting way (.Hezekiah -  
Saint and sinner, 475,476), and I acknowledge my substantial dependence on Hull, even as 
I further develop the connection suggested.
74 Cf. Beuken, Isaiah 11/2, 388,394.
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served to confirm the survival of the remnant and here a new sign affirms 
Hezekiah’s personal survival.
The form of v.8 is indeed involved, and has been viewed as overcrowded. 
Some of the repetition is due to the fact that the sign is both promised (v.8a) and 
described as occurring (v.8b), and due to the verse’s poetic character.75 The word
“steps1' (lYfrjJQ) is used some five times.76 The verses do not specify the exact 
nature of the such that it could be interpreted as “degrees” or “steps”, but
the prefixing of the preposition 2  (m^UED x2) makes it more likely that the 
reference is to a physical place where the shadow moves, as does also the 
phrase THIN JYfoJOn. It is noteworthy that Ahaz is specifically referred to in 
connection with the sign (v.8), and this may be due to an (implicit) comparison with 
Ahaz who refused to ask for a sign (7.11,12), but perhaps the mention of Ahaz 
indicates something more than this, particularly as the LXX has “your father”, 
rather than “Ahaz”, in v.8. Iwry notes this, but denies more significance than a 
name. The naming of Hezekiah’s father in the present text is another indicator of 
the father-son concern of the chapter.
The motif of the “sign” (niNH), as noted by Ackroyd,78 helps to bind ch.38 
with the previous section (chs.36-37), and indeed the expression is identical in both 
cases (cf. 37.30, m x n  ■fPTm ). Instead of the ten steps of the sign we might have
7 0
expected fifteen, matching the number of years in the reprieve of v.5. A.S.
75 See R. Althann, “The Sun Reversing its Course: Poetry and Textual Criticism (Is 38:8; 2 
Ki 20:11),” OTE 1/3 (1988) 21-27 (evidence given on pp.24,25).
76 Note Hull’s suggestion, though seemingly with insufficient evidence, that the “steps of 
Ahaz” are to be located in the temple compound {Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 474,475), 
his conclusion being: “the sign is performed in the very location to which Hezekiah 
desired to ‘go up’
77 “The Qumran Isaiah and the End of the Dial of Ahaz,” BASOR 147 (1957) 33.
78 “Isaiah 36-39,” 18.
79 Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 52: “The setting back of the shadow was understood by Hitzig to 
parallel the delay in the time of death. If that were the conscious intention of the sign, the
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Herbert is another who says, we should have expected fifteen,80 and sees in the 
‘discrepancy' evidence of historicity. The choice of the movement on a dial (if that 
is what it was) is not arbitrary, expressing as it does a reversal of time, and it is not 
necessary that the number of steps (degrees) and years agree.
There is an unevenness in the representation of who does the speaking in 
w.5-8: God speaks in the first-person through Isaiah in vv.5-6; YHWH is
referred to in the third-person in v.7; and the first-person in v.8 is ambiguous, since 
it could refer either to God or to the prophet. This ‘unevenness’ (Unebenheit), 
however, is no different than in prophetic speech generally.82 It is not unusual in an 
oracle for YHWH to make reference to himself in the third person. In the parallel 
Kings material, the speakers are all designated, and the material is distributed 
through more than one scene. Is it a case of sloppy composition in the Isaiah form 
of the text? The biggest difference between Isaiah and Kings, as noted by Jeremias, 
is the intervening of 2 Kgs 20.7-8. The point Jeremias makes is that the 
arrangement in Kings reads more smoothly. Here is Jeremias’ summation in his 
own words: “Ohne Frage hat bei dieser Zuordnung zu verschiedenen 
Redeabschnitten bzw. Szenen seinen guten Sinn und fügt sich gut ein, was sich in 
der unmittelbaren Verknüpfung, wie sie in Jes. xxxviii vorliegt, als störend 
erweist". Now perhaps, in comparison with the text form of 2 Kings, the 
corresponding section in Isaiah does look ‘uneven’, but let it be remembered that 
Jeremias introduced this comparison with Kings with the aim of demonstrating a
number should have been fifteen instead of ten. The sign must be understood simply forwhat it is: a means of encouraging Hezekiah.”80 The Book o f the Prophet Isaiah ,Chapters 1-39 (CBC; Cambridge: University Press, 1973) 212; cf. Mauchline, Isaiah 1-39, 234: “Why the sun’s shadow was shortened by ten steps, and not by fifteen, is not clear.”
8 i #So Williamson, The Book Called Isaiah, 205; and noted earlier by C. Jeremias (“Zu Jes. XXXVIII 2If,” VT2\ [1977] 105).82 See the analysis of Sweeney {Isaiah 1-39, 491,492).83 Noted by Williamson, referring to Jeremias’ article, especially pp. 105,106.84 “Zu Jes. XXXVIII 2If,” 105,106.
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lack of smoothness in the text form of Isa 38.4-8.85 There may not, however, be 
‘disorder’ so much as a different order in the Isaiah text. Jeremias is right to note 
the changes of person: first person (vv.5,6,8a) and third (v.7), but his conclusion 
about the priority of texts does in no wise follow. Vv.5 and 6 are a response to 
Hezekiah’s prayer, just as v.21 is a response to the psalm of Hezekiah (w . 10-20). 
The change to third person in v.7 (“from YHWH”) helps to differentiate the 
offering of a sign from what precedes, and in the structure of the chapter (see 
below), this and v.8 parallel v.22 below. The double mention of HUT in v.7, which 
would not be there if the verse was expressed in the first-person, and the fivefold 
use of the root and the “up/down” theme in v.8 echo HI IT ¡TO and nb üx in 
v.22. We see, then, that the order and presentation of the material in Isaiah suits its 
Isaianic context and so, in terms of Isaiah, cannot be called ‘uneven’.
In summary, then, Hezekiah’s central role within the narrative is confirmed, 
for the word of YHWH is for him and about him. The king’s prayer is crucial in 
turning the situation around, and the reprieve granted signals that the matter of the 
succession is still before Hezekiah. YHWH’s self-designation (“the God of David 
your father”) stresses the concern about the Davidic succession and the father-son 
relation, as does the mention of Ahaz (“the dial of Ahaz”). The sign is given as a 
signal of Hezekiah’s personal survival, but must, in context, have implications for 
the Davidic dynasty.
5.4 The Psalm of Hezekiah (38.9-20)
The focus of ch.38, as in chs.36-37, is on speeches (oracles and prayers), and 
in both narratives, especially on Hezekiah’s own verbal reaction to events. 
Elaborated titles and epithets are used of Isaiah (v.l) and Hezekiah (v.9) at the 
beginning of each half of the chapter, whereas elsewhere the protagonists are
85
“Offenbar liegt hier kein glatter Textzusammenhang vor. Daß diese Feststellung 
zutrifft, bestätigt ein Blick in den Paralleltext 2. Kön. XX 1-11” (“Zu Jes. XXXVIII 21f,”
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simply named “Isaiah” (vv.4,21) and “Hezekiah” (vv. 1,2,3,5,22). As is the case in 
ch.39, there are many more references to Hezekiah than to Isaiah, six opposed to 
three, showing that the focus is on him rather than on the prophet. Other things 
show this as well: (1) ch.38 opens with the king suffering from a life-threatening 
illness (v.lb); (2) that remains the leading theme throughout the chapter; (3) Isaiah 
has much to say (vv.lb,5-8,21), but Hezekiah has even more (w .3 ,10-20,22); (4) 
Hezekiah is allowed the last say (v.22).86
The things that need to be examined with regard to the psalm include: plot 
relations, the significance of the point at which it comes in the story, semantic and 
thematic links to the surrounding narrative, and the characterisation of Hezekiah 
within the psalm (as opposed to outside the psalm).87
5.4.1 The Superscription
A unique feature of this poem, compared to other such poems positioned in 
narrative contexts, is its superscription (v.9), which resembles the historical 
superscriptions of the Psalter.88 Hezekiah is formally re-introduced as “Hezekiah 
king of Judah”, though to the reader Hezekiah needs no introduction. As well, his 
designation as “king of Judah” makes the psalm a specifically royal composition,
105).
86 Sweeney is right in identifying the overarching genre of chs.36-39 as “royal narrative” 
{Isaiah 1-39, 455,456). So too in Hull’s genre analysis of the text form in Kings, the 
present chapter, albeit significantly different from the Isaiah text form, is connected to 
royal illness (rf?n) narratives found elsewhere in Kings, as well as to prophetically 
assisted recovery narratives, with Hull seeing the present narrative as reflecting the 
combination of the two different narrative patterns, but (p.486) “the focus remains on the 
king” {Hezekiah — Saint and sinner, 480-487).
87 See James W. Watts, Psalm and Story: Inset Hymns in Hebrew Narrative (JSOTSS 139; 
Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992); cf. Ackroyd, “An Interpretation,” 344,345, where he writes 
of the significance of such poems in narrative contexts. Ackroyd’s specific comments on 
the psalm in Isa 38 are as follows: “[it] is not simply an appropriately worded psalm of 
thanksgiving for deliverance in time of distress, here seen as apposite to the recovery of 
the king. It is a comment on the larger significance of that recovery in the context of the
whole work” (addition mine).
88 We might compare Hab 3.1, but that is not found in a narrative context.
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comparable with the psalms of King David. The poem presumably embodies the 
piety that finds expression in the Psalter. The presence of the superscription does 
not need to be taken to mean that the psalm is borrowed from another source, 
rather, in literary terms, the superscription provides, following as it does 37.35 and
OQ
38.5, another Davidic linkage.
It is unusual to have DTDft (“a writing”) in the title (v.9a),90 for this is not 
used in any superscription in the Psalter, and it is represented in the LXX by 
npoaeuxn (“a prayer”), which is a name inferred from the contents of the passage 
itself, rather than being any sort of translation of the Hebrew word itself. The BHS 
editor suggests a change to DI"DQ (“a psalm”; cf. superscriptions to Pss 16 and 56- 
60). 91 The only value of this suggestion is that it is another feature that draws 
attention to the similarity of v.9 to the superscriptions of the Psalter. To be noted is 
that Psalms 16 and 56-60 are ascribed to David. After the letter of Sennacherib that 
is spread out before YHWH (37.14), a written composition by a king is not 
unprecedented.
Cf. Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 231: “The inclusion of a final psalm of Hezekiah (38:9-20) is 
surely modelled on the figure of David, exemplary supplicant of the Psalter.” Again Seitz 
writes on p.258: “The psalm’s superscription (v.9) is most certainly intended to put us in
mind of the psalms of King David”.
90 Sweeney {Isaiah 1-39, 495) says the term “likely refers simply to a composition
by the monarch. In any case, the genre of ROYAL LETTER or compositions to deities is 
known in ancient Mesopotamia, where the letters generally appear inscribed on statutes or 
stelae. In many cases, they are appeals to the deity for deliverance from calamity or 
sickness, or they thank the deity addressed for such deliverance” (upper case Sweeney’s). 
For a full discussion, W.H. Hallo, “The Royal Correspondence of Larsa: I. A Sumerian 
Prototype for the Prayer of Hezekiah?,” in Kramer Anniversary Volume: Cuneiform 
Studies in Honor o f Samuel Noah Kramer (AOAT 25; ed. B.L. Eicher et al ; Kevelaer: 
Butzon & Bercker; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1976) 209-224; he notes that “the 
specific occasion for at least one of the new letter-prayers was the king’s illness” (p.213).
91
So also Ehrlich {Randglossen, 139): “Für DniDft lesen die Neuern alle DrOft, was 
entschieden besser ist; vgl. die Ueberschriften on Ps. 16 und 56-60.” But as he himself 
admits concerning GrDD: “Die Ethymologie und eigentliche Bedeutung dieses Nomens 
sind aber dunkel.”
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The translation of the preposition as “after” (RSV  v.9a) is not justified (nor 
necessary) as a translation of the Hebrew text (2 “when”). The psalm’s title is 
interpreted by the RSV  as indicating that the following prayer was uttered “after” 
the king was sick and had recovered, and so interpreted as a thanksgiving after 
healing has taken place. Seitz is right to question this, preferring “when he was sick 
and survived his illness”, arguing that this is a more appropriate translation of the 
superscription of a psalm largely comprised of a description of distress and 
lamentation and an appeal for healing (down to v.18). In the words of Seitz: “This 
allows the temporal perspective to move gradually from sickness to health rather 
than placing all the emphasis on the recovery as a past reality.”9j Thus in w.10-14 
the period reflected on is that of w .2  and 3, before hearing the divine promise that 
he would recover. As expressed by Seitz, “the superscription does not necessarily 
frustrate a scenario whereby Hezekiah had not yet been healed.”94 It is incorrect to 
translate the superscription as the RSV  does (“after he had been sick and had 
recovered from his sickness”), as though it set the appended psalm after the healing 
has taken place.9? Rather, the superscription gives a description of the content of 
the psalm in its entirety, which includes distress over the likelihood of death (38.10- 
15), petition for health (38.14b(3,16), and thanksgiving for life out of death (38.17- 
20), rather than to fix at one point of time and to rigidly set its temporal setting
92 Isaiah1-39, 258.
93
Ibid', cf. Alexander, The Prophecies o f Isaiah, 543: “This is by most writers understood 
to be, after he has been sick and has recovered, as explained by the Vulgate (cum 
aegrotasset et convaluisset). The words, in themselves considered, would more naturally 
seem to mean, during his sickness and recovery, and are accordingly explained by Hitzig. 
There is nothing in the Psalm itself at all inconsistent with the supposition, that it was 
conceived, and perhaps composed, if not reduced to writing, before the complete 
fulfilment of the promise of the king’s recovery” (italics Alexander’s).
94 Zion’s Final Destiny, 167,168.
95 As noted by Seitz, both Wildberger and Duhm use “als” (Zion’s Final Destiny, 170 
n.51).
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relative to the recovery of Hezekiah.96 In this it is different from the titles of many 
of the psalms which often appear to give at best a general setting for the particular 
psalm and at times appear to have only an indirect connection to the actual contents 
of their respective psalms (cf. the superscriptions of Pss 3,7,18 and 34).
As we will argue below, the psalm of Hezekiah does not represent the 
healing as having taken place. Hezekiah’s full recovery is only promised in 38.5. 
Indeed, at the close of the chapter, he has still not yet recovered (38.22). It is the 
experience that Hezekiah ‘goes through’ that is a leading feature of the chapter, and 
something more important than his own recovery from sickness emerges as the 
king’s real concern.
5.4.2 A Secondary Addition?
Hezekiah’s psalm is almost universally considered a secondary addition to 
Isaiah 38. Set out below is a summary of the arguments that have impressed many 
scholars to favour the interpolative character of the psalm and an examination of 
their validity. Beside the fact that the psalm is absent in 2 Kings 20, the following 
reasons for its secondary status have been given: (1) The juxtapositioning of the
n o
psalm with 38.8 and 21 is rough, but this is almost inevitable with any transition 
from prose to poetry back to prose again. (2) The psalm has a Psalter-like 
superscription, a sign of “the literary independence of the poem”99 “The poem has 
achieved the status of an independent literary composition”, says Childs.100 2TDQ
96 I acknowledge my dependence of Seitz’s valuable discussion (Zion’s Final Destiny, 
170-171).
97 For the following, see Watts, Psalm and Story, 126.98 So Wildberger, Jesaja 3, 1454 (“die sich keinesweg glatt an V.8 anfügt”); cf. Hans-Peter 
Mathys, Dichter und Beter: Theologen aus spätalttestamentlicher Zeit (OBO 132; 
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1994) 227: “Diesem Bericht hat ein Redaktor auf 
etwas holprige Weise den Psalm des Hiskia angehängt” (emphasis mine).
"  B.S. Childs, “Psalm Titles and Midrashic Exegesis,” JSS 16 (1971) 142.
100 “Psalm Titles,” 141.
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(“a writing”) in spite of its textual difficulty101 is clearly, so Childs, a technical 
classification. “ The poem is no longer regarded simply as a “song” or “word”. 
Again, Hezekiah is not the speaker, but an author. That Hezekiah is thought of as 
an author is evident from the lamed auctoris (in,pTn<?) and the absence of the 
narrative connective The form of the verbal infinitive construct joined to
the preposition 2 ( in /P D ) is seen for example in Ps 3.1 [Heb]. There is no attempt 
to work the poem into the narrative of vv.1-8. “Rather, the poem is retained apart 
from the narrative and provided with a title as a literary piece by the author which 
was composed at a specific time in the historical past”. Childs argues for the 
close correspondence of the superscription in 38.9 with those of the Psalter.104 
Watts answers Childs’ argument about the psalm’s fixed superscription only by 
suggesting a late date of insertion.105 These form-critical conclusions of Childs 
need to be modified, by means of an examination of how the psalm of Hezekiah 
functions within the narrative of Isaiah 38. The noted ‘stereotyping’ serves at least 
one narrative function, it is another Davidic connection. (3) The psalm appears at 
the wrong point in the story.106 We would question whether it is in the wrong
101 See J. Begrich, Der Psalm des Hiskia: Ein Beitrag zum Verständnis Jesaja 38,10-20 
(FRLANT 25; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1926) 65,66.
102 Ibid.
103 Childs, “Psalm Titles,” 142.
104 “Psalm Titles,” 142: “The most striking feature of Isa. xxxviii.9 is the similarity of 
form between the superscription and those of the psalms. The similarity reaches to the 
technical Psalm classification, the designation of the author, and the specification in the 
infinitival form of the setting which referred to a historical event known elsewhere in the 
Old Testament. The fact that this form of historical setting, with one exception, is unique 
to the psalm setting would also tend to suggest a similarity of function. The title in Isa 
xxxviii reflects a stage in the transmission of poetic tradition in which its literary fixation 
as an independent composition made it difficult to incorporate within a larger narrative 
setting. Nevertheless, the need to supply a setting resulted in the use of a stereotyped form 
of superscription which offered the minimum information of author and historical 
referent.”
105 Psalm and Story, 128.
106 So Stade, “Anmerkungen,” 185-186.
222
position. Stade took Hezekiah’s psalm to be a petition for healing (i.e., a lament
107[Klagelied]) and thus a lengthier version of the prayer in 38.3, which therefore is
where it should have been located. It is better classified as a thanksgiving. In 
that case, it is positioned similarly to other individual thanksgiving psalms in 
narrative contexts (Jonah 2; Dan 2.20-23), which appear at points in stories where 
deliverance is expected but not yet accomplished.109 Watts says, “Verse 22 does 
seem misplaced, but this has no bearing on the psalm”.110 But neither v.22 nor 
Hezekiah’s psalm is out of place. They are required in their respective positions for 
the parallelism of the two halves of the chapter (see below). (4) The narrative has 
had to be abbreviated to make room for the psalm.111 But how does omitting two 
verses, really less than two (there is no equivalent of 2 Kgs 20.10, and Isa 38.6 and 
7 are slightly shorter than the corresponding verses in Kings), ‘make room’ for
“Anmerkungen,” 185; so too Duhm, Das Buck Jesaja, 279; cf. Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39,
674, however note his reservations on p.681.
1 0 8 «Different classifications inevitably affect how one understands its role in the context. 
The psalm lacks the standard introductory formulae of a ‘psalm of thanksgiving of an 
individual’, that typically consist of invocation, thanksgiving and expressions of trust. 
Instead the psalm starts with the words THEX ’’JK, which, according to Begrich, is clear 
proof that it is a song of thanksgiving (Danklied), prefaced in vv.1-8 by a narrative of the 
supplicant’s distress. Begrich lists Pss 30.7,10-11; 31.23; 41.5; 66.18; 116.4b-6,11; Jon 
2.5; Lam 3.54 and Ecclus 51.10-11 (Der Psalm des Hiskia, 17; also pp.53,54; more 
generally Frank Crtisemann, Studien zur Formgeschichte von Hymnus und Danklied in 
Israel [WMANT 32; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1969] 329ff). The repeated use of 
THEN (“I myself said”) and (“I said”) at the beginning of vv.10 and 11
respectively sets the entire subsequent account of sickness in the past tense, and Duhm 
admits it has here “aoristischen Sinn” {Das Buch Jesaja, 279). Such recitals of past 
afflictions are characteristic of the thanksgiving song of the individual. Further, v.19 
("JTP Xin), giving the reverse side to v.18 (“for Sheol cannot thank you ["pin]”), makes
Hezekiah’s prayer (overall) a prayer of thanksgiving.
109 Sweeney {Isaiah 1-39, 503): “Hezekiah’s psalm appears after the promised healing by 
YHWH and before the cure is effected.” This is exactly the same positioning as the psalm 
of Jonah: “Jonah is said to have prayed the psalm while still reposing in the belly of a great 
fish, hence before Yahweh commands his safe return to dry land” (George M. Landes, 
“The Kerygma of the Book of Jonah: The Contextual Interpretation of the Jonah Psalm,” 
Interp XXI [1967] 4 [emphasis Landes’]).
110 Psalm and Story, 127.
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some twelve verses (w.9-20)? As well, what does ‘making room’ really mean? 
Another explanation is more likely: that we are dealing with different texts with 
quite different orientations. (5) The insertion of the psalm has resulted in the 
displacement of w.21-22. It is odd that Hezekiah requests a sign (v.22) which has 
already been given (w.7-8): that is how it is sometimes posed. Yet in the text of 
Isaiah 38, it is a request for a different sign, not a sign “that YHWH will do this 
thing that he has promised” (as it is in v.7), but a sign “that I [Hezekiah] will go up 
to the house of YHWH" (v.22). The two are conjoined under one sign in 2 Kgs 
20.8, but they are separated and made into separate issues in the Isaiah text. This 
does not, however, affect the positioning of v.21 concerning the use of medicinal 
paste.
None of the above arguments are valid in their denial o f the cogency of 
interpreting Hezekiah's psalm as integral to the present narrative context of Isaiah 
38. The psalm, with its title like those in the Psalter, cannot be demonstrated to be 
an addition, as is commonly suggested for the psalm/prayer of Jonah 2 as well.llj 
Isaiah 38 is slightly different from the situation of Jonah, however, in that we have 
a text that is without the psalm, namely the parallel in Kings. The secondary nature 
of the psalm in Jonah 2 is only hypothetical. In any case, I am under obligation in a 
literary study such as I am undertaking to ‘make the most’ of the text as I have it. 
The psalm of Hezekiah fits within the context of a narrative (eh.3 8) and a cycle of 
narratives (chs.36-39) that strongly feature Hezekiah as the central figure.
111 So Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 690.
112 Cf. Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 51: “The story in 2 Kgs 20 is shorter in omitting the psalm, but
longer in the narrative of the sign. The miracle of such an immediate response to prayer
and of the sign appears to be more important to the account in Kings. The presentation of
Hezekiah’s attitude is more important to the Isaiah text.”
1 1 3 «See Landes’ article (“The Kerygma of the Book of Jonah,” 3-31). The introductory 
comments of Robert Polzin in his discussion of the Song of Hannah (1 Sam 2.1-10) are 
apposite: “The presence o f ‘inserted’ poetry throughout the prose narrative of the Bible is 
well known. What is not always so clearly seen is with what care these poems are placed
224
5.4.3 The Characterisation of Hezekiah
Authorship of the psalm is attributed to Hezekiah (v.9a UVpTnb DJ"Dft), 
who is the main actor in the surrounding narrative. What a character writes, like 
what he says, the written word, as well as verbal performances, is a way in which a 
story provides a sense of who a person is, so that the eleven verses can be expected 
to contribute markedly to the characterisation of Hezekiah.
The usual suggestion is that the prayer of vv.lOff enhances the portrayal of 
Hezekiah as a godly king,114 and that is undoubtedly the case, due to the fact that, if 
nothing else, it is a long recorded prayer to God. It demonstrates a continued focus 
on the characterisation of Hezekiah.115 “The psalm itself does not directly describe 
the king, but rather reports his thoughts and feelings, first at the prospect of his 
imminent death, then at the news of his survival.” 116 The psalm provides a detailed 
rendering of mental processes and a depth of characterisation that the usual 
processes of Hebrew narrative would not be easily capable of doing, and 
modeling as it does the use of psalmody, it provides an intimate expression of this 
individual’s life and reactions. The inclusion of the prayer in Isaiah 38 (compared 
to Kings) makes the presentation of Hezekiah’s attitude an important feature of the
within their literary context” (Samuel and the Deuteronomist: A Literary Study of the 
Deuteronomic History. Part Two: 1 Samuel [San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1993] 30).
114 Watts, Psalm and Story, 122: “What impact does the presence of Hezekiah’s psalm in 
chs.36-39 have? The consensus answer is that it heightens his already considerable 
reputation for piety.”
Cf. Watts, Psalm and Story, 130: “Whatever thematic interests motivated the insertion 
of the psalm, it was used to provide a more intimate portrait of Hezekiah’s thoughts and 
feelings than the prose narrative contains.”
116 Watts, Psalm and Story, 124.
117 Cf. Robert Alter, The Art o f Biblical Narrative, 114.
118 See Sweeney {Isaiah 1-39, 493 f, 496ff) for a comparison of the two forms of the 
narrative: “The inclusion of Hezekiah’s prayer in vv.9-20 and other modifications 
downplay the role of the prophet in order to emphasize Hezekiah’s piety as the motivating 
factor in YHWH’s decision to cure the king” (p.493). This, for Sweeney, is consistent
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In terms of characterisation, the psalm concentrates on Hezekiah’s physical 
and mental anguish (vv.10-14), but fails to elaborate the causes of his misery, 
which, in the context, include the Assyrian threat as well as illness (cf. v.6). In 
w .10-14 Hezekiah refers to the time before any word of reprieve from the prophet, 
and so gives another view of his situation and mood at the time of w .2-3, and 
Hezekiah’s evident passion in w .10-14 suits the situation. There is a mood of 
hopelessness in vv .10-11, especially the two ‘shall nots’ of v .l l  (“I shall not see/
look upon”). His expressive despair climaxes in a single word of entreaty:
“bail me out” (v. 14).119 On the other hand, Hezekiah’s expressions of relief are 
subsumed by the reason given for the divine promise of recovery (vv.18-19; 
v .l8a *0). The psalm’s positioning after the healing has been announced, but prior 
to its realisation (given the two verses that follow, vv.21,22), shows Hezekiah’s 
trust in the prophetic oracle. By admitting the role of forgiveness in healing 
(38.17b), the psalm portrays a less confidently self-righteous Hezekiah than does 
the earlier appeal (38.3). As well, perhaps v.l2b, ‘7  have rolled up [retaining 
MT T T ISp], like a weaver, my life”, amounts to an admission by Hezekiah that he 
is the guilty cause of his own death. “ "Oft (v.l2a) can be understood, either as
with his understanding of chs.36-39 as a royal narrative that “presents Hezekiah as an ideal figure of piety and success” (p.455).m  So Watts {Isaiah 34-66, 54), taking “bail out” in the literal sense o f3 “UJ II, “give inexchange, give surety for, pledge security to” (BDB p.786).
120 So John Calvin, Commentary on the Book o f the Prophet Isaiah (tr. William Pringle; Edinburgh: Calvin Translation Society; reprinted Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979) 169. TTTDp (a possible play on ’’m p D  in v.lOb) is a hapax legomenon. Translators have 
trouble with the changes of person and so BHS changes the verbs to PHDp and ’’iUXSn to 
conform to (“you will bring me to an end”). We notice, however, that v.13 alsohas the same progression of subjects: I, he, you (noticed also by Alexander, The Prophecies o f Isaiah, 545). Landes (“The Kerygma of the Book of Jonah,” 8 and n.22 on the same page) comments on the manner in which YHWH is addressed, alternating between the third person and the second person, this being a feature of the declarative psalms of praise by an individual (for Isaiah 38.10-20, vv.l l,12ba,13a,15,20 refer to the Deity in the third person, while vv,12b(3,13b,14,16,17,18,19 address him in the second
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referring the act ascribed to the speaker (“by me”), or as making him the object 
from which removal was to take place (“from me”). If the former understanding of 
the preposition be adopted, in this half-verse the king is again placing blame for his 
forecast death on his own actions. In this, the psalm develops Hezekiah’s 
characterisation along different lines than the narrative does.
With v.l7b (“for all my sins you have cast behind my back”) a new 
perspective on the entire episode appears. Hezekiah’s admission makes 38.9-20 
“multivalent”, as O ’Connell would express it, and the reader finds here a less 
godly Hezekiah than the one who first appears. There has been no hint in the first 
part o f the psalm (or in the narrative of w .1-8) that sin and judgment had anything 
to do with the illness or the announcement of imminent death. No specific sin is
specified here, and the talk of sins (^XiDPI) is quite general. It could be viewed as a 
mere Throw-away line’, a ‘standard feature’ of such a psalm, but a literary 
reading must cope with the clearly formulaic nature of psalmic material. Miscall 
points us to Psalms 22, 30 and 32 as parallels for Hezekiah’s thanksgiving for 
promised recovery, with Psalm 32 in particular developing the matter of the 
forgiveness of sins.124
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person). For a discussion of the lQIsa3 reading, see R. Weiss, “Textual Notes,” Textus VI 
(1968) 127-129, but the relevant point here is that the lQIsaa reading (THEO) gives 
support for the first person of the MT. De Waard retains the MT, but with the sense of an 
act of mental resignation (A Handbook on Isaiah, 149).
121 See Waltke and O’Connor, Syntax, 213 (11.2.1 Id 13) for the preposition IQ used to
denote an agent (the example being Lev 21.7).122 Concentricity and Continuity: The Literary Structure o f Isaiah (JSOTSS 188; 
Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994) 140 n.2.
123 With regard to Hezekiah’s admission in v.l7b, Clements says: “The assertion asserts 
the intimate connection which was believed to exist between sin and disease, so that the 
worshipper could readily assume that his being ill implied that he had in some way sinned 
against God. This was so, even when it was not clear exactly what his sin may have been” 
{Isaiah 1-39, 291); cf. W.H. Bellinger, Psalmody and Prophecy (JSOTSS 27; Sheffield: 
JSOT Press, 1984) 116 n.22: “[Hezekiah’s sins] are probably to be regarded as the cause 
of his sickness or misfortune” (addition mine).
124 Isaiah, 93.
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The psalm refers to important aspects of the preceding story, and in fact, in a 
sense, takes us through the story again, but with added depth of characterisation for 
the narrative’s main character. In 38.9-20 Hezekiah reflects on his experience of 
illness (w.10-14) and his reception of the promise of healing (vv. 15a, 17,20a), and 
is therefore in accord with the basic plot of the surrounding narrative. In the psalm, 
however, different themes are emphasised than those found in Hezekiah's prose 
prayer (v.3), and narrative structure (see below) encourages a comparison of the 
two. (1) Hezekiah sheds bitter tears over his impending death(v.3). This is a 
natural reaction no doubt, and in that respect immediately understandable. But it is 
also one that could be variously explained, and so is not readily understood. In 
the psalm Hezekiah’s predicted death is characterised as premature (v.10), and so 
his outpouring of grief is explained as particularly due to the premature nature of 
his threatened demise. A notable gap is closed. (2) His earlier praying (v.3) did 
not exactly reveal Hezekiah’s thoughts on YHWH’s role in his sickness. That there 
was some connection is implied in Isaiah’s prophetic announcement (v.lb), and the 
very fact o f Hezekiah’s praying would confirm the implied connection, in 
Hezekiah’s mind at least. YHWH could do something about the sickness, so 
YHWH has something to do with his sickness, but the connection between YHWH 
and his sickness is that vague. Vv.12-14, then, fill out substantially what up to that 
point can only be an implication: every “he” and “you” (referring to YHWH127)
125 . . • 11 •For Hebrew narrative’s deliberate indeterminacy of meaning, especially in regard to
motive, moral character, and psychology, see Alter, The Art o f Biblical Narrative, 12.
126 Cf. Sawyer, Isaiah, Volume 2, 37,38: “Like other psalms it contains few references to 
any particular situation, let alone that of Hezekiah’s illness, but it is not inappropriate. The 
crisis comes almost exactly at the midpoint -  ‘noontide’ -  of his reign (v.10)”.
127 Young {Isaiah II, 520 n.20) notes the ellipsis of God as the subject in vv. 12,13 {“he 
has cut me off’ etc.), and Cheyne makes the suggestion: “The speaker shrinks from 
naming God as the author of his calamity” {The Prophecies o f Isaiah. Volume I, 230). The 
“lion” of v.13 is clearly enough YHWH, and the explanatory insertion of ITUT after 
(as suggested by BHS) is not necessary, despite the fact that in psalmic material the 
lion is usually the enemy of the worshipper, from whom YHWH is to save him (so Kaiser,
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makes God the efficient cause of Hezekiah’s sudden cutting off. (3) And what of 
the possible relation between sickness and sin that the reader might have posited, 
but for Hezekiah’s initial prayer (v.3), which would appear to leave no place for 
any wrongdoing on his part, and YHWH’s apparent endorsement of his prayer 
(v.6)? The psalm reveals that more can be said on that subject, “ and the 
‘contradiction’ is all the more glaring because it is delivered from the same 
viewpoint (Hezekiah’s) and even in the same genre (prayer). The psalm does not 
depict Hezekiah as deserving of rescue but rather describes the reprieve in terms of 
the forgiveness of sins. V.17b(3 alludes to “all my sins”, but in v.3, mention was 
made only of his righteousness. V.17b(3 (“for you have cast all my sins behind your 
back”) lj0 cannot be dismissed as a stylised expression, a ‘throw-away line’, just the 
kind of thing that is usually said in a psalm of this character and so not really said at 
all. Like chs.36-37 which precede, so here, there appears to be a gradual 
uncovering of Hezekiah’s fault. It leads to a complex portrait of the king, but no 
more complex (or contradictory) than that of the David of biblical prose and poetry 
who is Hezekiah’s exemplar. Contrary to Sweeney and others, it is not only in 
eh.39 that wrongdoing or misjudgment on Hezekiah’s part is hinted at or implied. 
The account of Hezekiah’s illness does not focus exclusively on his faithfulness. 
The only motivation the psalm offers for this turn of events is God’s own self-
Isaiah 13-39, 405 n.g, referring to Pss 7.3; 10.9; 17.12; 22.14,22; 35.17 and 57.5). MT 
accents join “as a lion” to what precedes.
128 Gous, “Role and Function,” 16: “The psalm basically follows the same traject as the 
rest of the story, but adds a theme not present in the preceding, namely forgiveness of sin. 
But the basis of trust differs as well: Hezekiah reiterates his pious conduct, while the 
psalmist bases his request for help on the glory of God. The psalm thus links up with the 
rest of the story, but also adds to the meaning in new dimensions.”
129 Cf. Sternberg, Poetics, 246.
130 This means to consider them as nothing. See 1 Kgs 14.9; Neh 9.26 and Ezek 23.35; cf. 
Young, Isaiah II, 525.
131 Isaiah 1-39, 483.
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interest in preserving the life of a worshipper (vv. 18-19).132 However, as pointed 
out by Seitz, who views this as significant,133 the uncovered reference to sin in v.17 
comes not in the context of confession or acknowledgement of past wrongs, but in 
the context of thanksgiving for having been granted extended life. Thus for Seitz, 
the portrayal of Hezekiah in 38.3 is not contradicted by the evidence of the poetic 
material, for the psalm cannot be said to focus on the sin of Hezekiah.lj4 (4) The 
request for the restoration of his health, only implied in the ‘remember’ prayer of 
v.3, and ‘missed’ by the commentators,1’3 is here recorded in insistent and strident 
terms (vv. 14b, 16b). (5) The oracle of God (vv.5-8) is here referred to again
(v.l5a), and now (but not before this) the reader is allowed to see the reaction made 
by Hezekiah to the promise and proffered sign (vv.l5ff). (6) The size and the 
commanding position of Hezekiah’s psalm in the chapter place the focus on 
Hezekiah. Sweeney writes: “The overarching genre of eh.38 is royal NOVELLA, 
which focuses on the commendable qualities of the king in an effort to justify his 
rule”. It would, then, be a delightful irony if this form was being used to portray 
a king who extols not his own kingship, but the greater kingship of YHWH. Our 
thesis is that this is the case.
See Coetzee, “The ‘song of Hezekiah’,” 18 (in v. 18 comes the negative expression of 
the reason for this deliverance). As often in the Psalter, the loss of opportunity to praise 
YHWH is urged as a reason why God should save the Psalmist, see Pss 6.6 [Eng. 5]; 
88.11,12 [Eng. 10,11]. The unusual word ordering in v.l8a (negative -  subject -  verb)
throws the negative (X^l) into prominence.
133 Zion's Final Destiny, 178, and Seitz goes on to draw a parallel with the experience of 
innocent Job who is struck down by the same affliction (see Job 2.7).
134 Cf. Mathys, Dichter und Beter, 228, who views Hezekiah’s ‘confession’ as a sign of 
eminent piety: “erscheint er im Psalm...als demütig-frommer Mann, der weiß, daß er ein 
armer Sünder is und der Vergebung Gottes bedarf’ (suspension points mine).
135 E.g. Gous, “Role and Function,” 14; M. Rehm, Das zweite Buch der Königen: Ein 
Kommentar (Wurzburg: Echter, 1982) 202.
136 See the notes below that give evidence that v.15 refers to the oracle of v.5 rather than to
that of v.lb.
137 Isaiah 1-39, 493 (capitalisation Sweeney’s).
230
5.4.4 Psalm Structure
The first section of the psalm recounts Hezekiah’s experience of suffering, 
culminating in a plea for help (vv.10-14). The beginning of the second section is 
marked by “12“!N HD (“But what can I say?”) and TEN! (“For he has spoken to 
me”), ~ which each echoes the beginning of the first section (v.lOa ’’THEN 
v .llaT T IQ K ). The second section covers w . 15-19, with a coda in v.20 which, as I 
shall argue below, begins with an elliptical construction, and “IDK is to be 
understood (v.20a. “YHWH said he would save me”). Barré makes the following 
summary of past scholarship:lj9 the primary divisions of the psalm are Part I 
(w.10-14), Part II (vv. 15-19), and the coda (v.20). The primary indicators of a 
major break after v.14 are: (1) the climactic nature of the brief prayer at the end of 
v.14; (2) the unusual length of the second colon in the bicolon (v.l4cd);140 (3) the 
abrupt change to the interrogative mode (HQ) in v.15; (4) the appearance of the first
person singular verb in v.15, which occurs elsewhere in the poem only at the 
beginning (vv.10,11). To designate v.20 a coda is not to deny that it is integral to 
the poem and make it a later addition (pace a number of commentators).141
138 _Note the use of as a possible division marker in the psalm of ch.12 (12.1 mö&O; 
12.4 OmöNI), dividing the chapter into two short psalms or sections of psalm, though 
Ackroyd is one who questions this division (“Presentation of a Prophet,” 36,37).
139 Michael L. Barré, “Restoring the ‘Lost’ Prayer in the Psalm of Hezekiah (Isaiah 38:16- 
17b),” JBL 114/3 (1995) 386,387.
140 The unusual length of this final colon (M22JJ ^ “ npE?J7 "OIK) is no problem; it is a 
deliberate departure from the established pattern. Breaking the pattem is a signal 
informing the reader that the first major unit of the poem has come to an end; see Robert 
Alter, The Art o f Biblical Poetry, New York: Basic Books, 1985] 7: “[The] terminal 
variation of repeated structure [is] a common closural device in many kinds of poetry” 
(additions mine).
141 Cf. Duhm, Das Buch Jesaja, 283, who calls it “ein liturgischer Zusatz”, as does Josef 
Linder, “Textkritische und exegetische Studie zum Canticum Ezechiae, Is. 38,9-20,” 
Zeitschrift für katolische Theologie 42 (1918) 69; T.C. Cheyne, Introduction to the Book of 
Isaiah (London: A&C Black, 1895) 226; Marti, Jesaja, 265; Johann Fischer, Das Buch 
Isaías I Teil: Kapitel 1-39 (Die Heilige Schrift des Alten Testamentes VII. Band 1.
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Barré further subdivides the psalm as follows: each of the primary sections 
(except the coda, which cannot be further divided) subdivides into two sections. 
Part I breaks down into IA (w . 10-11) and IB (w.12-14); Part II, into IIA (w.15- 
17) and IIB (w.18-19). IIA seems to consist of three equal parts, with prayer as the
central section. Clearly the prayer itself begins with the address in v.lóa, 
which means that the preceding v. 15 forms a two-bicolon section unto itself. Since 
(so Barré) in Hebrew poetry ¡UINI (“But you”) often begins a (sub)section marking 
a contrast with preceding material,142 it is likely that it does so here in v.17. This is 
the only bicolon in the poem that begins with an adversative waw. What follows 
this word constitutes a third subsection with two bicola. This leaves a middle 
section (w . 16a-17a) containing the prayer, which by a process of elimination must 
itself be a subunit. V.14d ends with a Stossgebet or ejaculatory prayer, and this 
brief prayer points ahead to the longer one of vv.l6-17a.
Thus the psalm is constructed in two parts: the first is introduced by “I said” 
(vv.10, 11a; cf. Jon 2.5 [Eng. 4]; Pss 31.23; 41.5 [Eng. 4]; 116.11), and it closes 
with an imperative: “bail me out” (v .14c ’’JD '1 1 7 ) .14-5 The second part (vv. 15-20) 
reflects a new perspective, with a question asking what his attitude should be since
Abteilung / 1 .Teil; Bonn: Peter Hanstein, 1937) 251. Klaus Seybold insists that there is no 
grounds for seeing v.20 as “eine spätere Ergänzung” (Das Gebet des Kranken im Alten 
Testament: Untersuchungen zur Bestimmung und Zuordnung der Krankheits- und 
Heilungspsalmen [BWANT 99; Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1973] 147 n.4), and indeed, 
for Seybold, the v.20 reference to “the house of YHWH” provides a hint (“Hinweis”) of 
the cultic use of the psalm (pp. 147,149,152).
142 Barré cites Pss. 3.4; 22.4,20 etc. (p.387 n.12).
143 So Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 60; Motyer (The Prophecy of Isaiah, 294) says the root is ‘go 
bail for me, be my surety’; Hezekiah asking God to make the need his own. Cf. P.A.H. de 
Boer, “Notes on Text and Meaning of Isaiah XXXVIII 9-20,” OTS IX (1951) 182: “The 
speaker then exclaims that he feels himself oppressed and he beseeches his Lord to vouch 
for him. Here we are at the turn of the poem.” The prayer is similar to that of the psalmist 
in Ps 119.122 (“Be surety [3*117] for thy servant for good; let not the godless oppress me 
pJpEjlT])”, with two verbal linkages to v.14 here (cf. “There is oppression to me” 
P^“ npB7I7]); the NIVplaces a gap between vv.14 and 15.
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YHWH has spoken and acted (v.15). The rest of the psalm assumes that God has 
spoken and has done it, i.e., has answered the psalmist’s prayer and ‘posted bail’.144 
Given YHWH’s gracious response, what can the psalmist say?
The “bitterness’' allusion in vv. 15 and 17 refers to Hezekiah’s illness and (in 
context) to the situation of the siege (cf. v.6), and as noted, scholars differ as to 
whether w.15-16 continue the complaint or refer to the promised healing, i.e., 
whether the verses should be placed with what precedes or with what follows. 
Coetzee asserts that the psalm consists of two main elements, namely the section of 
lamentations (w . 10-17a) and the section of thanksgiving (w .l7b-20).145 The 
section of lamentations starts with an accentuated ’’JN (“I”) in v.10, while the 
section of thanksgiving, so Coetzee, is contrasted to it with an accentuated ¡inXI
144 Clements is typical of many commentators who would take a different view of the 
expression: “The words he himself has done it mean God is assumed to be the cause of 
the illness as was taken to be of all illnesses” {Isaiah 1-39, 292; emphasis Clements’). 
However, at v.15 the poem swings from prayer to answer to prayer. We translate v.l5a as: 
“What can I say? Seeing that he has spoken ("lttKI) to me and he himself has done it?” 
The change of person has bothered interpreters, and Watts notes {Isaiah 34-66, 56) that the 
Targum reads “lQXI (“and I said”; cf. lQIsa3 ‘Ift'liO) and BHS follows them. But the MT 
can be retained here. This half verse is a crux interpretum. Kaiser {Isaiah 13-39, 398 n.i) 
draws a parallel with Ps 39.10 [Eng. 9]: “I am dumb, I do not open my mouth, for it is thou 
who hast done it”), and argues that, contrary to Begrich {Der Psalm des Hiskia, 17,41), the 
lamentation has not yet passed to the song of thanksgiving. In this psalm other factors 
militate against Kaiser’s conclusion, so this verse is the transition point from lamentation 
to praise. The language here recalls that in v.7b (“that YHWH will do this thing
p : n n ]  that he has promised cf. *")inN” nft), so that v.l5a refers to God’s
promise of healing and the sign given in confirmation of his promise, and is an expression 
of delighted surprise at the deliverance vouchsafed (cf. Sawyer, Isaiah, Volume 2, 38). We 
agree with Delitzsch {Biblical Commentary II, 120) that the opening question of v.15 is to 
be understood as in 2 Sam 7.20 (“And what more can David say to thee?”), which is 
David’s response to God’s speaking (v.19). Oswalt {Isaiah 1-39, 686) compares it to the
admittedly slightly different expression in Ps 116.12 (“What shall I render p ‘,^N- nD] to 
YHWH for all his bounty to me?”). Young asserts that the king’s utterance “he has 
spoken” reflects upon the verb “1QX in vv.4 and 5 {Isaiah II, 523), and alludes to the 
promise in vv.5-8 above. It amounts, then, to an expression of gratitude for what God has 
said and done for Hezekiah.
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(“But you”) in v. 17b.146 A number of scholars take these as clues for dividing the 
psalm, however, as Coetzee notes, vv.15-16 are seen as part of the section of 
thanksgiving by others.147 The section of lamentations (vv.l0-17a), according to 
Coetzee, concludes with the certainty of being answered (w . 15-17a), and v.l7a is
the climax (introduced by PUrt) when it says: “Surely it was for my benefit that I 
suffered such anguish.” 148 The view taken by Bellinger,149 is that the change of
mood occurs between the petition of v.l6b and the expression of certainty in v.17, 
with “the sudden change of mood” signified by HJn and PinNl.150 We see a major 
division after v.14 as more convincing. The psalm repeatedly returns to fulsome 
descriptions of Hezekiah’s distress ( w . l0-14,15b, 17a). Further, the petitionary 
character of the psalm (v . 1 6 c) is not lost even after thanksgiving breaks through
(v.15). It is this fulsome and repeated description of Hezekiah’s distress that causes 
the problem of where to subdivide the psalm (at v. 15 or v. 17).151
145 “The ‘song of Hezekiah’,” 22. Coetzee’s approach, while I do not find it convincing, is 
typical of a number of scholars.
Cf. T.K. Cheyne, Introduction to the Book o f Isaiah: with an Appendix Containing the 
Undoubted Portions o f the Two Chief Prophetic Writers in a Translation (London: A&C 
Black, 1895) 225; Wildberger, Jesaja 3, 1464; Beuken, Isaiah II/2, 389.
147 E.g. W. Eichrodt, Der Herr der Geschichte: Jesaja 13-23 und 28-39 (BAT 17,11; 
Stuttgart: Calwer, 1976) 265-266; Bultema, Commentary on Isaiah, 351.
148 “The ‘song of Hezekiah’,” 23. Sweeney {Isaiah 1-39, 493) would also see v.l7a, 
introduced by iUPl (“Behold”) as the point where the singer’s bitterness has turned to 
peace.
149
150
Psalmody and Prophecy, 79.
Psalmody and Prophecy, 80; so too Westermann, The Praise o f God, 71; cf. Norberto 
Airoldi, “Nota a Is 38,16,” BibOr 15 (1973) 255-259.
151 With regard to the translation of v.l6a,ba, I simply follow the RSV for a line that has 
suffered so many rearrangements at the hands of exegetes: “O Lord, by these things 
men live, and in all these [*jrQ] is the life of my spirit”, but see Barré, “Restoring 
the ‘Lost’ Prayer,” 385ff. The suffixes refer (Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary I, 120) to 
the gracious words and gracious acts of God, an example of which is God’s word and 
action through the prophet in vv.5-8 above. De Boer refers the masculine plural suffix of 
to the two masculine words PDN and ¡“ittfUft, the oracle and act, the realisation of
the oracle of God, and the feminine plural suffix of *¡¡"0 to the remaining years (¡1^) of 
the speaker (cf. v.l5b TllJC!?; “Isaiah XXXVIII 9-20,” 183). Likewise, de Waard sees the
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Vv.18-19, introduced by a causative *0 (“For...”), give the reason for the 
certainty expressed that he is heard (v.17). Thematically vv.10-11 match w .18 and 
19:152
v.lOSheol ------------------- v.18 Sheol
v.l 1 land of the living ......... — v. 19 the living, the living
This would confirm v.20 as a coda, for it stands outside the framework 
provided by the two sets of twin verses (vv.lOf and 18f), though, let it be said 
again, to call it a coda is not to deny it as an integral part of the psalm of Hezekiah.
suffixes as referring back to the divine interventions alluded to in v. 15 (A Handbook on 
Isaiah, 153). Such an understanding would support a major division after v .l4. By 
contrast, N. Airoldi asserts that the context excludes any allusion to a preceding 
intervention or divine promise (“Nota a Is 38,16,” 256), for, according to Airoldi, 
thanksgiving (“ringraziamento”) only begins in v .l7 (p.257).
152 Coetzee (“The ‘song of Hezekiah’,” 16) has also noted the connection. The opening of 
v.l 1 fm ftX ) repeats the opening of v.l 0 fm E N  'OK), making these two verses ‘a twin’; 
Hauge, “Some Aspects of the Motif “The City facing Death” of Ps 68,21,” SJOT 1 [1988] 
24 n.58) also sees the introductory “I said” in vv.10 and 11 as reinforcing the studied 
contrasts in the verses. V.l2c is also identical to v.l3c (“from day to night thou dost bring 
me to an end” in both cases), and this is, in effect, a “refrain”, as Sweeney calls them, 
addressing God {Isaiah 1-39, 489). As well, vv.18 and 19 both end with “for thy 
faithfulness” ("]nftN”i?N), so that this is a psalm with a number of twin verses. De Vries 
{Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow, 238,239) prefers to join v .l9 to v.20, rather than to 
v.18, his arguments for doing so being: (1) the dramatic beginning of v .l9; (2) the shift 
from 3:2 metre, uniformly applied to this point, to the short-verse metre 2:2 as a device for 
expressing excitement. But as he himself remarks, the emphatic first positioning of the 
repeated ’’PI Tl is in explicit contrast with the mention of death in v.18, the one a state of 
praiselessness (v. 18) and the other state in which the king can praise God (v. 19). The links 
between vv.18 and 19, however, are too substantial to be discounted: (1) the common 
theme of praise; (2) the similar ending to each verse; (3) the death/life contrast. As well, 
the positively expressed statements of v .l0 (¡“Di7N/'’m pD ) contrast with the negations of 
v.l l(nN"li<- Ni?/£D,,3N“ fc<i?) and this pattern is reduplicated in their two matching verses: 
v.18 with (effectively) three negations (-fnn  ‘TINE? [N1?]/ TOET"«1?; with
Kb in v.l8a doing double-duty; GKC § 158z) contrasting with positive statements 
(TTP/jrTP) in v.19.
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King Hezekiah is entering through “the gates of Sheol” (v.10) and this is 
contrasted -  speaking of death and life in localised terms (something helpfully 
brought out in Hauge’s article) -  with seeing Yah “in the land of the living” (v.l 1).
In v.18 Sheol and death are aligned as parallels with “the pit” (TD), the king being 
seen as saved from “the pit (nnctf) of destruction” (v.l7b).15j Hauge sums up 
matters thus: “In the psalm the most direct motifs refer to death as a locality, either 
as a realm opposed to the ‘Land of the Living’ (v 10 and further 18a) or with motifs 
basically referring to the grave (v 17b).” 154 Further, as noted by Hauge, expressions 
like “the inhabitants of (the land of) cessation” (v.l lb) and “those who go down to 
the pit” (v.l8b) define the grave/Sheol as a place peopled by the dead. Again, 
quoting Hauge: “In Is 38,9ff the local category is clearly the dominating one, but 
with an immediate transition from locality to those inhabiting or entering the 
place.” 155 Hauge goes on to make the point that “death” refers to a “place” opposed 
to the “city/temple”, which is confirmed within the psalm of Hezekiah that closes 
with the motif of praising “at the house of YHWH” (v.20).156 So, then, the sphere 
of life and praise is localised to the temple.
Vv.12-14, which in our division of the psalm complete the first half of the 
psalm, are unified by a series of similes (“like”), some five in number, listed 
below:157
153 See N.J. Tromp, Primitive Conceptions o f Death and the Nether World in the Old 
Testament (BibOr 21; Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1969) 70 for argument for fin^  
“as a local name”.
154 “The City facing Death,” 24.
155 Ibid; cf. Illman, Formulas, 172, who analyses v.l 8 under the category of spheres of life 
and death, and translates v. 18a(3 “(the land) of death” (// “Sheol”).
156 “The City facing Death,” 25: “when the contrast fate is described in the psalm, it also 
refers to local categories.” Again, on the same page: “This describes a transition from 
death to life by local categories: moving from the realm of death into the temple.” Idem, 
Between Sheol and Temple: Motif Structure and Function in the I-Psalms (JSOTSS 178; 
Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995) 69-73.
157 Motyer entitles the section: “Images of Despair” (The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 293). Of 
these complaint elements Sweeney writes: they “follow no fixed form, but they do employ
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v.l2a “like a shepherd’s tent”
v.l2b 3*")iO “like a weaver” 
v.l3a n i O  “like a lion” 
v.l4a 0102 “like a swallow, a crane”
v.l4a n3V3 “like a dove”
In like manner, rhetorical structure helps to confirm our placement of vv.15- 
16 with what follows, not allowing the breaking apart of the two halves of v.17, and 
in this way adds further confirmation to a division of the psalm at v. 14:
v .l5a God has done it (¡1017) -  emphatic pronoun Kim 
v.l5b bitterness theme p Q  -  “my soul”
v.16 “life/live” (x3) emphasis at centre -  “my spirit” 
v.l7a bitterness theme p Q  ")2158) -  “my soul" 
v.l7b Specifying what God has done -  emphatic pronoun nnfcO159
Our discussion of the structure of Hezekiah’s psalm has focused on the 
question of where the psalm is to be divided: where thanksgiving takes over from 
lament. Isaiah 38.9-20 has been classified both as a lament and a thanksgiving, 
and, as already seen, the psalm combines both lament and thanksgiving elements, 
but fundamentally it is a thanksgiving psalm in which the elements o f lament and 
praise lend themselves to the overall intention to express gratitude to YHWH for
metaphorical language in the form of similes to convey the singer’s desperate situation” 
{Isaiah 1-39, 495). Sweeney, however, would put v.14 with the verses that follow -  
despite the presence of two more similes in that verse.
158 Literally “bitterness [was] bitter to me” {BDB p.600: "12 here being both adjective and 
substantive). The repetition of *12 “may be either an intensification, or an indication of the 
continuous character of the man’s grief (de Boer, “Isaiah XXXVIII 9-20,” 183). The verb 
is suppressed or maybe suggested by the preposition *?, or the first “12 might be construed 
as an impersonal verb from the root “H2, indicating the change from bitterness to 
prosperity (Bellinger, Psalmody and Prophecy, 116 n. 15; but BDB p.558 indicates that this 
would require a Niphal, Hiphil or Hophal form).
159 Thus I would correlate “but you (JinXl)” (v.l7b) with “but he (NUT))” (v.l5a), both
referring to God, rather than with the earlier “/  said ’ON)” of v.lOa, as scholars
often want to do (e.g. Ehrlich, Randglossen, 139).
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deliverance.160 A distinction is, however, to be maintained between a thanksgiving 
for a death sentence removed and an actual healing having been already effected. 
The psalm contains no explicit reference to healing and v .16c amounts to a request 
for healing.161 The psalm focuses on Hezekiah’s rehearsal of his near-death state 
and his thanksgiving for the promise of life, and so there is nothing in the psalm to 
preempt and render superfluous the contents of vv.21 and 22. It is not exactly true 
to say, as Seitz does,16" that “Isa 38:21-22 picks up where the narrative had left off 
in 38:8'" (see my discussion of plot relations with respect to the psalm below), but 
the point is well taken that the psalm neither says nor implies that Hezekiah is 
already healed and that there is thus no need for Isaiah to prescribe a remedy for the 
illness. Thus the content of the psalm does not render the resumed narrative of 
w.21 and 22 obsolete, or force one to consider these final verses misplaced.
5.4.5 Semantic and Thematic Links
The poetic form of vv. 10-20 with its title (v.9) differentiates it from the 
surrounding narrative material (vv. 1-8,21-22), however, substantial semantic and 
thematic links connect the psalm to the enveloping narrative.
We note the references to “life/live” in ch.38:
160 This is the conclusion of Watts {Psalm and Story, 120,121).
161 We translate the colon: “and you will restore me to health C’Jft’^ n m ) and make 
[imperative] me live.” “Restore to health” is KBL's gloss on the Hiphil of D^n. “Make 
me live” (^TUTI) can have the extended sense of ‘restore to health’ rather than just ‘cause 
to live’ {BDB p.311 cites 2 Kgs 5.7, as well as the present verse, as examples). On this 
understanding of the verse, the healing is future, and so it makes sense for Hezekiah to
request it (cf. the translations offered by Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 493,495).
162 Zion’s Final Destiny, 168.
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v .ib  rrnn “you shall not live” (only reference in vv.1-8)
v.9b “'PH “and recovered”
v .l l  □ " fin  “(in the land of) the living” 161
v.12 " n  “my life”
v .l6a VPP “they live”
v.l6b "PI “the life of (my spirit)”
v.l6b TPIPH “and let me live”
v.l9a *,n  71 “the living, (only) the living”
v.20b TOPI “our life”
v.2lb 'PH “that he may live”
This is, then, “a prominent motif within the chapter, and especially within 
the inset prayer, and it is an important semantic link between the psalm and its 
narrative context, pointing to their common concern with the king’s illness.” 164 The
163 In v .lla  the double ¡T PP is indeed remarkable. Two Hebrew mss, the Syriac and 
Symmachus read IT)IT once. The LXX to OG)Tf]piOV too 06OU (“the salvation of God”) 
makes no attempt at a literal translation. lQIsa3 has IT once only. The repetition is not, 
however, without meaning: “Yah, even Yah”. Thus a certain gradation or intensifying of 
thought is introduced, and this is accomplished by means of the modifying phrase, “in the 
land of the living (□"PIP!)”. It is easy, too easy, to put the repetition (IT !T) down to 
dittography (BDB p.219). In the piety of the Psalter, to ‘see’ YHWH is the highest good 
(Pss 11.7; 17.15; 27.4,13) and it means entering into his sanctuary, worshipping God in his 
temple (Isa 1.12; Pss 42.3 [Eng. 2]; 63.3 [Eng. 2]), so that the end of the psalm is 
anticipated (v.20). This is also the view of Hauge (“The City facing Death,” 25): “‘Seeing 
Yah well’ refers to the same kind of cultic experience as the one described by the PTTIPi of 
v 20.” Alexander {The Prophecies o f Isaiah, 544) views the double PP as “an intensive 
repetition similar to those in vs. 17, 19” and refuses to see it as an error for HIIT as first 
proposed by Houbigant. Yah is the God who reveals himself in the land of the living. In 
the opinion of de Boer (“Isaiah XXXVIII 9-20,” 179) the reduplication runs parallel with 
"TO □IX (v.llb), and here expresses an iterative meaning. As well, it matches the 
double 'PI ‘'Pi of v.l9a (as also suggested by Hauge, “The City facing Death,” 25 n.61). 
DeVries {Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow, 238,239) asserts that in v.19 all emphasis is on 
the repeated word TI, which is thrust forward for explicit contrast with the mention of 
death in the preceding verse, with v.19 epitomising the psalm as a whole.
164 Watts, Psalm and Story, 120. What follows are semantic links identified by Watts, yet 
even the listing he himself gives (and we will add to it somewhat), does it amount to “only 
a few semantic links” (p.120) or to “a paucity of semantic links with the immediate 
context” (p.129) as he claims?
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root nbn (“to be sick”) appears in the psalm’s superscription (38.9) and in the first
verses of chs.38 and 39 (H^n in both cases). The root mD both in verbal and 
nominal forms occurs in psalm and prose frame (38.1,1,18). Psalm and enveloping 
narrative share an interest in Hezekiah’s lifetime measured in “days” (38.1,5,10, 20)
and “years” (38.5,10,15). The use of HEX (“faithfulness”) reveals a difference in 
emphasis, according to Watts, between the psalm and the earlier prayer of the king: 
in 38.3 it is used of Hezekiah, in 38.18,19 of God,165 however the word is another 
link between psalm and prose envelope.
The psalm’s employment of TV  (“descend”) for the dead going down to the 
pit (38.18) is reminiscent of its double occurrence in the description of the shadow 
descending the steps (38.8) and “may suggest an analogy in God’s reversal of both
processes” .166 Hauge comments that the motif of ascent to the temple (v.22 nbjJN) 
is a literary contrast to the descent to Sheol in the psalm (v. 18 TVP). The 
significance of the temple motif in the psalm (v.20) is greatly strengthened by the 
expressed desire to go up to the temple in v.22.
Watts fails to note fYO (“house”) as a linkage between prose and psalm 
(38.1,20,22). Hezekiah laments the fact that death would deprive him of further 
opportunity to worship YHWH in the temple (v .l l ,  “I shall not see Yah, even 
Yah”), for that is what the expression amounts to, and this prepares for the vow in 
v.20. The wording of v.14 (&ST “with looking upward”) is literally “to the height”
165 Coetzee (“The ‘Song of Hezekiah’,” 19) would not see any contrast or clash, but 
postulates a relationship between the two uses: “Yahweh answers with his faithfulness to 
that of Hezekiah. ...Hezekiah’s faithfulness, as expression of his piety, which is related to 
Yahweh’s faithfulness, reaches its climax in 38:19, where the poet portrays Hezekiah as 
somebody who wants to notify the descendants of Yahweh’s faithfulness” (suspension 
points mine).
66 Watts, Psalm and Story, 120.
167 “The City facing Death,” 27.
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(□ nab ), and may mean looking to heaven (or to the temple),168 where YHWH is 
thought to dwell (33.5; 57.15).
We note as well the “day/days” theme in ch.38: 
v. 1 Dnn D'wa “in those days”
v.5 “to your days” (despite RSV paraphrasing)
v.10 ’’ft’' “In the noontide (RSV; of my days”169
v.l2b DTO “from day tonight”170
v.l3b DVD “from day to night”
v.l9a OVTI “this day”
v.20b ,a,-ba “all the days of our life”171
The poem’s connection to the story is not limited to these semantic links. 
On the level of motif, further links can be observed: the prominent positioning of
168 So Clements, Isaiah 1-39, 292. The connection can be made, as well, to the use 
of DTIO some three times in Isaiah’s taunt of Sennacherib in 37.23,24. Liebreich, “The 
Compilation of the Book of Isaiah,” JQR 47 (1956-57) 122, also makes this connection, 
being one of the two reasons, as Liebreich sees it, for the “insertion” (his terminology) of 
the psalm of thanksgiving, to which no parallel is extant in the Book of Kings.
169 This means something like “in the prime of life” (NEB) and fits the wider context of
ch.38. Here Hezekiah expresses the feeling that death is premature. BDB p. 198 derives 
the noun from II, “cessation, pause, quiet, rest”, and it causes no difficulty in Isa
62.6,7 and Ps 83.2 [Eng. 1], but Isa 38.10 evokes a long discussion in BDB, which 
suggests that it apparently means in the present case “quiet, peacefulness”. Watts (Isaiah 
34-66, 55 n.lOa) also has a long note. Kaiser (Isaiah 13-39, 398) would emend the MT to 
read D113 (“misery”) from II, “wail” and M. Dahood (“Textual Problems in Isaia,” 
CBQ 22 [1960] 401) would change the vocalisation to “in my sorrow” (*'D“7 2 ) ,  but these 
are not favoured by the parallel line: “for the rest of my years” (Orelli, The Prophecies o f 
Isaiah [tr. J.S. Banks; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1895] 206: “The residue of my years, i.e. 
the period on which I believed I might still reckon” [italics Orelli’s]). Comparison with 
the analogous expression in Ps 102.25 [Eng. 24], “O my God, I say, take me not away in 
the midst of my days C'ft’’ ’iSrQ)”, lends support to the idea of the quiet middle years of 
life. Cheyne explains the expression thus: “‘Noontide’ he expresses poetically as ‘pause’; 
it is the time when the sun appears to stand still in the zenith” (The Prophecies o f Isaiah, 
Volume I, 229). The latest KBL has it as “half’.
170 Probably meaning “from (one) day to (its) night”, i.e., in the space of a single day (cf. 
Job 4.20), and, according to Motyer (The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 293) an idiom implying
“Before the day is out”.
171 Forming an inclusion around the psalm with “my days” (v.10).
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“said/speak” p f tX rO T )  within the poem (38.10,11,15,15,[20]) connects with the 
wider importance of speaking and speeches in chs.36-39 generally, and in ch.38 in 
particular, given that the root “IftX is featured at each transition within the chapter 
(38.lb ,3,4,5,5,21,22). The mention of “eyes” (nri7  38.14) perhaps connects with 
Hezekiah’s weeping and tears noted in 38.3,5. Hezekiah feels that his life has been 
prematurely cut short (38.10), so his years are extended by fifteen (38.5b). The 
mention of “father/sons" (38.19b) can be connected to the need for Hezekiah to set 
his house in order (38.1b), which must include instructions about the royal
succession. V.19b speaks of the father who “makes known” (ITTP) to his children 
the faithfulness of God, just as the prayer of 37.20b ends “that all the kingdoms of 
the earth may know (liTH ) that you alone are YHWH”. The close of the psalm 
(v.20, “YHWH [said] he will save me” 172) is similar to Hezekiah’s earlier prayer 
(37.20, “ O  YHWH our God save us [ttjrtfin ]” ).
1 7 2 .  /“ The subject “YHWH” followed by the infinitive with s implies something left out; we 
supply “said” pftX). An alternate explanation is that the infinitive CJJTBftn^) is being 
used to express the imminent future, hence: “YHWH (is ready) to save me” (see GKC 
§114hi). This makes v.20a an expression of confidence, like Pss 6.10 [Eng. 9]; 22.23-25 
[Eng. 22-24]. Begrich (Der Psalm des Hiskia, 50,51), seeing a parallel with 1 Sam 12.22, 
inserts the verb (“was pleased”), and J.P. van der Westhuizen supports this on the
basis of the assonance thus formed fOITEftrf? ^X in ) (“Isaiah 38:10-20: Literary devices 
and exegesis,” in Studies in Isaiah [ed. W.C. van Wyk; OTWSA 22 and 23; Pretoria: 
NHW Press, 1981] 210; cf. JPS). The Targum supplies TEX (“said”): “The Lord hath 
promised to deliver us” (*")QX XJpTDft1? ¡TIIT), see J.F. Stenning, The Targum o f Isaiah 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1949) 128. We might link the infinitive with “1EX or HEW 
(“acted”) of v.15, yet those are very long-range. If we choose "1QX, then each major 
section of the prayer begins with this root (vv.10-11,15,20 [implied]). In choosing “1QX it 
is clear that in v.20 it is a salvation promised and anticipated, rather than accomplished, 
that moved Hezekiah to make his vow of praise to YHWH. Seitz comments on the verb 
supplied by the Targum, noting that it produces a reading consistent with his interpretation 
of the psalm as not assuming the healing has taken place (Zion’s Final Destiny, 170 n.49). 
The Targum reading would allow the final verse of the psalm to coordinate with the 
following two verses (vv.21,22), where Isaiah gives a command for treatment to be applied 
to Hezekiah, and the king inquires when the healing will be complete. The LXX
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These noted features, then, amount to substantial semantic and thematic 
connections to the surrounding prose material, and do not allow the prose or the 
psalm to be interpreted in isolation. Together they produce a coordinated picture of 
Hezekiah and his reactions.
5.4.6 The Vow (38.20)
The recorded prayer ends “at the house of YHWH” (v.20b) as does the 
chapter (v.22b, “to the house of YHWH”).17’ The mention of playing instruments
(38.20 pM [“we will play my music]) may be viewed as a play on words
with “defend” (38.6 T1UJ1 from the root *p3) as Miscall has also suggested174 This 
proves to be another linkage with 37.35, which as well as using “save” (rUTETirP) 
also uses “defend” (TH331). As 37.35 revealed YHWH’s motive(s) in saving the 
city, so 38.20 is particularly revealing with regard to the motives and motivation of 
Hezekiah. It would be difficult to overestimate the importance of v.20 as a vital 
indicator of Hezekiah’s motives.
In v.20b the first person singular pronominal suffix is used on instruments 
(“my stringed instruments” [TnJ321]) whereas the rest of the half-verse has plurals 
(“we will sing/play” etc. ). We retain the first person singular. According to
(assuming the same Hebrew Vorlage) only paraphrases the infinitive as a noun: KUpie Tpc; 
ocoTripiac; pou. GKC § 114i views ¡TH (“to be”) as missing here, meaning: “The Lord is 
ready to save me” (¡TH can be omitted in such cases). If this is the correct understanding,
then the salvation is still future.
173 .Miscall {Isaiah, 93) makes the wider connection: “The house is the mountain of 2.2-4 
and 11.9, a scene of light, knowledge, peace and life.”
174 Isaiah, 93.
175 Whether is translated “we will play”, or “let us play” does not affect the issue.
176 Hab 3.19 has the identical word, except in the pausal form. Young {Isaiah II, 528) 
writes: “In speaking of my songs the king probably has reference to songs of thanksgiving 
which he himself has composed” (italics Young’s). See 2 Chron 29.30 for Hezekiah’s 
known concern for temple music. Nor is the switch to plural forms nonsensical. De Boer 
(“Isaiah XXXVIII, 9-20,” 185) correctly suggests that plural forms in the last sentence of
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Watts, “The psalm closes with an exhortation to fellow worshippers in the temple to
177use the opportunities of their lives to sing and play praises to God at the temple”, 
this being the proper response of one reprieved from death. Watts’ interpretation, 
however, is too general when he speaks of “fellow worshippers”. As Williamson 
notes, the climax of the poetic account of the king’s restoration comes with 
Hezekiah’s statement that he and his children will give praise to God throughout 
their lives in the house of YHWH (vv. 19,20), and thus, in context, the “we” of v.20
must be the (royal) father and sons (D^D*? 2N) of v.19 preceding.180 This is not 
then to be again generalised, as Williamson does (following others): “Whereas in 
the Kings account the focus of attention is entirely on the individual, Hezekiah, now 
in Isaiah his restoration is seen typologically as adumbrating the restoration of the
the psalm are occasioned by the mention of the family of the speaker in v.19 immediately
preceding.
177 Isaiah 34-66, 61. Watts is correct is seeing this as the answer to the question of v.l5b. 
Watts translates that half-verse as a question: “Should I walk slowly (H TK ) all my years 
because of the bitterness of my (past) life?” {Isaiah 34-66, 54). We adopt the translation 
of Watts, who follows BDB p. 186, which derives the verb from HTl (Hithpael “to walk 
deliberately”), the Piel form being used in Ps 42.5 in the sense “lead slowly (in 
procession)”. The line is also understood as continuing the mood of “deliberation” from 
v.l5a by Barré (“Restoring the ‘Lost’ prayer,” 399). Alexander {The Prophecies o f Isaiah, 
547) views the expression as equivalent to the phrase (“went about softly”)
applied to penitent Ahab in 1 Kgs 21.27. His further comments on the present verse are 
also helpful: “Another interpretation of the verse, which might, at first sight, seem more 
natural, regards it as the language of Hezekiah during his sickness, and expressive, not of 
joy and wonder, but of submission. What shall I say, in way of complaint? He hath both 
said and done it, i.e. threatened and performed it. But this view of the first clause cannot 
be reconciled with any natural interpretation of the second, where the phrase all my years 
is inconsistent with the supposition that he expected to die forthwith” {ibid; italics 
Alexander’s).
178 As also is the interpretation of Seitz: “The first-person plural at 38:20 points ahead to a 
Hezekiah fully rejoined the company of the faithful” {Isaiah 1-39, 259); cf. Ackroyd: “the 
act of praise and worship in which the individual is joined by the community” (“An 
Interpretation,” 345); see Criisemann, Studien, 225ff on the Sitz im Leben of such psalms.
179 The Book Called Isaiah, 206.
180 Just as there are a royal father and his sons in a temple at the end of ch.37 (cf. 37.38).
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1 8 1community, characterized by worship in the house of the Lord.” This is little 
better that Ackroyd’s largely uncontrolled generalising that is noted and critiqued 
by Williamson himself. This is to lose the royal focus that, in context, is surely 
there, and v.20 is to be limited to the royal family.
Ackroyd, like a number of other scholars, wants to see Hezekiah as a 
model of exilic piety, with the psalm “fitting to be sung by the post-exilic audience 
of the Vision”. This view may be correct, but it needs to be stated more exactly, 
and with a closer look at the (royal) context of the psalm. Without necessarily 
accepting Sweeney’s version of the redactional history of the book of Isaiah, and 
his arguments that the version of Isaiah 36-39 is derived and adapted from the 
version in Kings, it is clear that Hezekiah is presented as a king of exemplary piety 
(though not free from fault). Hezekiah’s piety is most especially displayed in 
this: that he, the Davidic king, would, with his sons, spend their days in the house 
of YHWH, which in the wider book of Isaiah serves as the focal point for the 
display of divine sovereignty (2.2-4) and is the palace of the divine king (ch.6).
181 The Book Called Isaiah, 206,207.
182 See “Hezekiah and the Temple,” in Texts, Temples, and Traditions: A Tribute to 
Menahem Haran (eds. Michael V. Fox, Victor Avigdor Hurowitz, Avi Hurvitz, Michael L. 
Klein, Baruch J. Schwartz, and Nili Shupak; Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 1996) 
48,49; as well Hoffer, “Isaiah 38:21,” 77.
1 89 “An Interpretation,” 345,346; Coetzee, “The ‘song of Hezekiah’,” 23,24; Watts, Isaiah 
34-66, 62.
184 Watts, Isaih34-66, 62.
185 O'Connell views the psalm, a poem that praises YHWH for the deliverance of 
Jerusalem’s king, as an inversion of the downfall-of-kings theme in the poems of Isa 
14.4b-23,24-25 and 37.22b-35, which taunt the downfall of Babylonian and Assyrian 
monarchs (Concentricity and Continuity, 145). This would make the royal status of the 
psalmist crucial to the meaning of the psalm and so disallow an easy generalisation of its 
themes, like that of Ackroyd who, with an eye to the wider role of ch.38 within the book, 
wants to see the illness of Hezekiah and the death sentence passed on him as a type of 
judgment and exile (“An Interpretation,” 346; cf. idem, “Theology of a Tradition,” 11). 
Ackroyd sees the theme of restored life and continuing rule in the psalm as pointing to the 
possibility of the restoration of the community.
186 See Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 511, where he connects the chapter to the royal theme in the 
wider book; idem, Isaiah 1-4, 17,33.
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5.4.7 Plot Relations
Hezekiah’s psalm is placed in the midst of ongoing action, between the 
giving of the sign of the receding shadow (v.8) and the command to apply the cake 
of figs (v.21). J.W. Watts’ conclusion concerning the psalm’s plot relations is as 
follows: “The psalm is not mentioned in the preceding or subsequent prose 
narratives, and therefore does not have any direct effect on the narrative plot. In 
other words, the actions of the characters are not affected by Hezekiah’s writing of 
the psalm.” This is questionable. Using such logic, the same could be said, 
for example, of the sign of the shadow (w.7-8), which is not mentioned in the 
verses that precede or follow, yet in the narrative as we have it before us, 
Hezekiah’s written prayer is presumably his godly response to that assuring sign. 
Likewise, Isaiah orders the application of the fig paste to Hezekiah’s wound (v.21) 
presumably on the basis of Hezekiah’s believing response as expressed in the 
written prayer. The positioning of v .21 says as much. The procedure prescribed by 
the prophet is so ordered that Hezekiah “might live” (v.2lb TP1), which is in 
answer to the plea of v.16 within Hezekiah’s psalm (“and make me live” [TniTI]). 
Only at v.21 is the deadly disease specifically mentioned CpPlEjn “the boil”), when 
the remedy is prescribed, and the remedy is designed to produce the health (nm )  
spoken of in the superscription of the psalm (38.9 T H ), and indeed the ‘life’ theme 
dominates the psalm’s content (vv.l 1,12,16,16,16,19, 20,20). The procedure 
commanded by the prophet answers the dominating concern of the psalm. As well,
Psalm and Story, 119.
188 Sweeney (Isaiah 1-39, 493) writes that “Verses 21-22 convey the narrative aftermath of 
Hezekiah’s song in that they report the actions and statements that follow from Hezekiah’s 
song of thanksgiving.” But he does not specify what the causal connections might be, 
except to say that these verses point to the healing of Hezekiah and to his gratitude to 
YHWH (themes within the psalm -  is that what he is implying?)
189 Cf. Beuken, Isaiah 11/2, 385: “the prayer appropriately embodies the king’s faith-filled 
response to the sign.” Jeremias (“Zu Jes. XXXVIII 2 If,” 107) views the positioning of the 
psalm of Hezekiah after v.8 as “durchaus verständlich”.
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the psalm ends with a vow to give God praise “at the house of YHWH” (v.20), and 
v.22 picks this up with Hezekiah requesting a sign to show that he will go up to the 
house of YHWH, showing his clear intention to keep his vow.190 Thus the final 
verses of ch.38 are occasioned by the content of the psalm (38.9-20) and not just by 
the earlier narrative (38.1-8).
We must say, then, with regard to plot relations, that Hezekiah’s psalm is 
integrally related to the narrative plot, and contributes to the forward movement of 
the plot.
5.4.8 The Structure of Chapter 38
The structure of the chapter can be viewed as two parallel sections (38.1-8,9- 
22), both of which end with the mention of “a sign” (vv.7-8,22), and within each
parallel section there is the same sequence: issue of sickness (H ^n) and recovery
(HTI) (vv.1,9); a prayer by Hezekiah with wording recorded (vv.2-3,10-20; the first 
time spoken and the second time written191); the prophet announces Hezekiah’s 
recovery (vv.4-6,21); finally again the signs performed and inquired about (vv.7-
8,22).192
Verses 1-8 Verses 9-22
Sickness/recovery (v.l) Sickness/recovery (v.9)
Prayer (w .2-3) Prayer (w . 10-20)
Prophetic announcement (vv.4-6) Prophetic instruction (v.21)
Sign (w .7-8) Sign (v.22)
How exact are the suggested parallels? Not so exact as to rob w .9 ff  of any 
purpose and to deny development within the chapter, though it would be true to say
190 . i i *Seitz {Zion's Final Destiny, 171): “Hezekiah obediently asks the prophet what the sign 
will be that he has sufficiently recovered to live out the promise made in the psalm, that he
would spend his days praising God in the temple.”
191 As with the messages of Sennacherib in chs.36-37.
192'  This, in effect, is Seitz’s first argument in favour of the logical positioning of vv.21 and 
22 at the conclusion of the story {Isaiah 1-39, 260).
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that the chapter could have ended at v.8 and been a ‘well-rounded story’, for even 
in v.22 the king is still not healed.
There is the possible inclusion formed by “your [Hezekiah’s] house” (v.lb 
and the twice mentioned “house of YHWH” later in the chapter (w.20, 
22), with the chapter effecting a change in locus from the king’s house(hold) to the 
house (temple) of YHWH, and in this way, it may be argued, anticipating the fate 
of the royal house in eh.39.
Ch.38 unfolds, then, in two parallel stages, as does the plot in chs.36-37, 
with each half parallel to the other, and in some respects the sequence is similar, 
e.g. king speaks and then prophet speaks, so that not only thematically, but also 
structurally, ch.38 is related to the previous two chapters. Again both stories begin 
with a situation detrimental to Hezekiah and end with a reversal of that situation, 
but again the similarity is not exact. It would be possible to overemphasize the 
similarity. Noting the same kind of common features, Seitz asserts: “On formal 
grounds there is a great deal of similarity between the story of Sennacherib’s fall 
and the story of Hezekiah’s recovery. The former ends with Sennacherib’s death, 
while the latter opens with Hezekiah’s near-death (38:1). We see the same 
sequence of prophetic word (v.l), royal prayer (vv.2-3), further prophetic word 
(w.4-6), sign (vv.7-8), and delivery from death (v.l9) as in the preceding story 
(word, 37:5-7; prayer, 37:15-20; word, 37:22-29; sign, 37:30-32; deliverance, 
37:36-38). The chief difference is that the prophetic word is reversed by royal 
prayer, and the deliverance from death is handled through the long psalm of 
Hezekiah with which the account concludes (38:9-22). This similar sequence can 
hardly be accidental, and indeed it points to a conscious development of chapter 38 
on the basis of the preceding narrative of Jerusalem’s deliverance. Now the ‘near­
death’ of Jerusalem is explored by linking it with the king’s fatal illness.”19j In this, 
however, Seitz ignores the final word of the prophet (v.21) and the reference to the
193 Isaiah 1-39,255.
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sign (v.22), and the fact that in ch.38 deliverance is anticipated rather than 
witnessed. The starting point for Seitz’s comparison (37.5) could also be viewed as 
arbitrary, with royal speech preceding it (37.3-4). The point can be taken as 
established, nonetheless, that ch.38 is made up of similar elements to chs.36 and 37, 
and that the two stories have similar, though not identical, kinds of sequences. In 
terms of speaker in each half of ch.38 the patterned sequence of speakers is:
Verses 1-8 
Prophet (v.lb) 
King (v.3) 
Prophet (vv.5-8)
Verses 9-22 
King (vv. 10-20) 
Prophet (v.21) 
King (v.22)
Speakers strictly alternate, and each half of the chapter is bracketed by the 
same speaker. The pattern as set out above shows that speech by Hezekiah (prayer 
and question) dominates the second half of the chapter. In terms of the lengths of 
speeches, ch.38 could be analysed as follows, and again an artistic pattern (here 
chiastic) emerges:
Verses 1-8 Verses 9-22
short long (Hezekiah)
short short
long (Isaiah) short
Here again it is clear that the second half of the chapter is dominated by the 
speech (prayer) of Hezekiah. Within ch.38 scenes are distinguished by changes of 
place and/or character:
First scene: Isaiah comes (N*QVI) and delivers a message to Hezekiah (v.lb)
Second scene: Hezekiah prays to YHWH (vv.2-3)
Third scene: Isaiah is told to go Q I^H ) and give a message to Hezekiah (w.4-8) 
Fourth scene: Hezekiah prays to YHWH (vv.9-20)
Fifth scene: Isaiah and Hezekiah -  instruction and question194 (vv.21,22)
194 Certainly the question of v.22 is directed at Isaiah, given that it concerns a sign (cf. 
vv.7-8).
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Only in the first and final scenes are king and prophet together in the same
scene. The sub-units do not have to be ‘scenes’ in the strict sense of the term (the
fourth ‘scene' is really a written prayer). Ch.38, when divided up into scenes, has a
concentric structure:
A1 Hezekiah and Isaiah (v.lb)
B1 Hezekiah’s (spoken) prayer (vv.2-3)195
C. Isaiah’s oracles (vv.4-8) THE SIGN 
B2 Hezekiah’s (written) prayer (w.9-20)
A2 Isaiah and Hezekiah (vv.21,22) THE SIGN
We note the dominance of Hezekiah, who is in four out of five scenes, over 
Isaiah, who is only in three, and in the one scene where Hezekiah is not present 
(w.4-8) he is spoken about, and the divine message given to Isaiah is for the king 
(“Go and say to Hezekiah”). The structure of the chapter, whether as two parallel 
halves or as a chiastic whole (it is both) places the two prayers of Hezekiah (vv.3, 
9-20) over and against each other, and shows that the two prayers are meant to be 
compared and contrasted.
In terms of the mention of the two main characters, Hezekiah (w .la,2,3,5, 
9,22) and Isaiah (vv.lb,4,21), this too shows a certain symmetry (again a chiasm): 
Hezekiah -  Isaiah -  Hezekiah (x2) -  Isaiah -  Hezekiah (x2) -  Isaiah -  Hezekiah 
As well, each half of the chapter is symmetrical with regard to the mention of the 
names of the two main characters:
Hezekiah -  Isaiah -  Hezekiah (x2) -  Isaiah -  Hezekiah (w.1-8) 
Hezekiah -  Isaiah -  Hezekiah (w.9-20)
Hezekiah is mentioned by name more often than Isaiah, six times as opposed 
to three, and Hezekiah receives first and final mention within the chapter as a 
whole, and in both halves as well. These facts make Hezekiah the more prominent 
of the two.
1 9 5 -“Hezekiah turns away from the prophet to appeal to their common Lord” (Watts, Isaiah 
34-66, 51); “Possibly his action is also a dismissal of Isaiah” (Young, Isaiah II, 510).
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From the various ways in which the chapter shows an evident symmetrical 
structure, it is clear that the story is a carefully constructed unit which is complete 
in itself, with Hezekiah’s psalm and the prose envelope integrally related, and all 
highlighting the position and character of the king.
In summary, then, with regard to the psalm of Hezekiah the following can be 
said: the superscription leads the reader to expect to find in the psalm a piety similar 
to that of the Davidic Psalter and identifies it as a specifically royal production. 
The psalm contributes markedly to the characterisation of Hezekiah, and within it 
his reprieve from death is understood in terms of the forgiveness of sins. YHWH’s 
motivation for doing this is so that Hezekiah may praise him in the temple and 
Hezekiah vows that he and his sons will do this. In the process, the focus of eh.3 8 
has shifted from the threat to Hezekiah’s life and the continuation of the Davidic 
line to a focus on the worship of YHWH in the temple.
5.5 Medicine Prescribed and Sign Requested (38.21,22)
Commentators have commonly considered vv.21 and 22 out of place.196 In 
many of the suggested rearrangements the verses are placed after v.6 (a position 
suggested by the Kings parallel, 2 Kgs 20.7-8 being close in substance to Isa 38.21- 
22), leaving the psalm at the end of the chapter. 2 Kgs 20.7 speaks of the 
application of a cake of figs, as does 38.21, and 2 Kgs 20.8 of a sign and the going 
up to the house of YHWH, as does 38.22. With this suggested rearrangement, 38.7 
answers the question posed by the repositioned v.22. It all seems very natural, 
leaving us baffled as to why would it ever be changed. The fact is that in Isaiah 38 
we find a different presentation with a narrative logic of its own.
196 Christian Jeremias writes: “Im folgenden soll vielmehr das Schwergewicht auf Jes. 
xxxviii 21 f. liegen, den beiden letzten Versen des Kapitels, die nach psalmartigen Stück 
V.9-20 merkwürdig angehängt wirken und -  in V.22 -  gar keinen richtigen Anschluß von 
Jes. xxxviii darstellen (“Zu Jes. XXXVIII 21f,” 104).
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5.5.1 The Positioning of Isaiah 38.21-22
It is frequently suggested that 38.21,22 is misplaced, functioning as an 
appendix to the story, however, a close examination of Hezekiah’s psalm shows 
that it logically refers to the period before actual healing, and so is properly 
placed before verses that describe the procedure commanded to effect the cure 
(v.21) and the question by the sick king amounting to an enquiry when complete 
healing will take place (v.22).
Ackroyd would view v.21 (and v.22 presumably) as not part of “the 
narrative proper’ but “in the form of an addendum”. He goes on to rehearse the 
‘usual’ explanation for this arrangement: “It would appear that some later scribe, 
conscious that this element was missing, copied here the relevant words from 2 
Kings 20.7 and with them the opening of v.8, in a slightly different and abbreviated 
form.” Thus Ackroyd views the presence of vv.21 and 22 in the Isaiah text as “a 
scribal addition”. He does, however, disapprove of a “harmonisation” of the Isaiah 
and Kings texts (such as attempted by the NEB , and suggested by the editor of the 
BHS, who choose to insert w.21 and 22 in the text of Isaiah 38 after v.6). Ackroyd 
insists on seeing “in this [Isaiah 38] form of the text a different handling of the 
material in which various differences point to another style of interpretation.” 199
197 Cf. Williams, “The dial and the boil,” 31,36. Williams defends the positioning of v.22, 
saying: “Likewise I see no compelling reason to remove Isaiah 38:22; it fits well with the 
previous verse, as an acknowledgement that such a healing can only take place if God will 
(so allows Hezekiah access to the temple)” (p.36).
198 “An Interpretation,” 343 n.3; cf. Fullerton, “The Original Text of 2 K. 20 7-11 = I. 38 
7,8,2If.,” JBL 44 (1925) 54-62; Eichrodt, Der Herr der Geschichte, 266, where he says: 
“Beide Verse sind offenbar nachträgliche Randbemerkungen”.
1 QQ Ibid (addition mine). Talmon (“The Textual Study of the Bible -  A New Outlook,” in 
Qumran and the History o f the Biblical Text [eds. Frank Moore Cross and Shemaryahu 
Talmon; Cambridge, Massachusetts/London, England: Harvard University Press, 1975] 
332) for quite different reasons (the result of his structural and textual analysis), considers 
the transposition of the verses to be an “improper procedure”. The NEB and JB simply 
rearrange the material in their translations, so convinced are they of the incorrectness as 
the MT has it. The marginal comment at v.21 in Die Bible nach der Übersetzung Martin
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What we have in Isaiah (asserts Ackroyd) is an “alternative presentation”. Ackroyd 
unfortunately would limit this to 38.1-20, and he considers the final two verses 
(w .21,22) as “amplifying the alternative presentation in Isaiah with a specific 
reminder of the other theme, which has not here been used at a//.”200 This is to 
marginalise vv.21 and 22.
As pointed out by Seitz/ a simple transposition of the verses or the use of 
the pluperfect will not work. The RSV  translates the Hebrew verbs in question
p Q i n  in w .21 and 22) with the pluperfect (“had said”), thereby, presumably 
linking the sign of v.22 with the sign of 2 Kgs 20.8 (“and Hezekiah said to Isaiah, 
What shall be the sign that YHWH will heal me, and that I shall go up to the house 
of YHWH on the third day?”). This implies a critical reconstruction. But this 
ignores, as noted by Seitz, the fact that in the Kings’ text, we had already been told 
that Hezekiah would go up to the temple in three days (20.5). The RSV in effect 
turns vv.21 and 22 into a flashback. However, what could be the purpose of a 
flashback at this point? As far as we can tell, within eh.3 8 time proceeds in one 
direction only, without any deviation from normal chronological order.
Few who subscribe to the theory of a transposition take account of the fact 
that the verses of Kings were not simply transcribed, and this weakens the case of 
the supposed transposition. Williamson says: “This expected order [the request 
for a sign would logically have been expected before the statement of recovery] is 
what we in fact find in the Isaiah version, where a variant form of 2 Kgs. 20:7 has
Luthers (1985) is “Die Verse 21 und 22 gehoren zwischen Vers 6 und Vers 7 wie in 2. 
Kon 20,7.8.”
200 “An Interpretation,” 343 n.3 (emphasis mine).
201 Zion’s Final Destiny, 164 n.34. On pp.165,166 Seitz makes telling criticisms of the 
“omission restored” theory to account for 38.21,22.
202 See Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 175,177.
203 Note the admission of Cheyne (The Prophecies o f Isaiah, Volume /, 234): “The 
characteristic differences of v.21 [from the form of 2 Kgs 20.7] make the original mistake 
of its position somewhat less perceptible” (addition mine).
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been removed to the end of the account in Isa. 38:21.5,204 But is this exactly so? For 
v.21 is followed by v.22 (a variant form of 2 Kgs 20.8), though at vv.21 and 22 
Hezekiah is still not recovered (38.21 has *TT1 “that he may recover”, whereas 2 
Kgs 20.7 in the vocalisation tradition is read as “and he recovered” plTI]). It is the 
different wording, not the different position of 38.21, that makes the reading 
smoother. Williamson only notes the ‘changed’ position, but that is not the crucial 
thing.205
Talmon advances a different explanation for the present position of 
38.21(22).206 He observes that in lQIsa3 the equivalent of 38.21-22 is added by a 
second hand in the space after 38.20 and in the margin. He therefore suggests that 
the addition of both verses was consciously made at a late stage in the development 
of the text for structural reasons:207 “Together with the main narrative in w .1-8, it is 
intended to form an inclusio-like frame for the inserted prayer-psalm DTDft: while 
v.21 (the fig-pad) is a topical doublet of vv.7-8 (the sun-dial sign), v.22 links the 
renewed reference to the king’s illness in Is. 39:1 (= 2 Ki 20:12) with the initial 
narrative, thus arching, as it were, over the intrusive element of the prayer-
204 The Book Called Isaiah, 204 (addition mine).
205 See the discussion of Hull concerning the seeming incoherence of the narration of the 
recovery in 2 Kgs 20.7 before the request for a sign in the subsequent verses, the narrator 
moving back to a point where Hezekiah has clearly not yet recovered (Hezekiah — Saint 
and sinner, 448-451).
206 “Textual Study,” 328ff.
207 Jeremias (“Zu Jes. XXXVIII 2If,” 106) is more cautious: “Wenn dort V.21 und 22a als 
‘add in spatio et in marg’ (BHK3) erscheinen, so zeigt das zwar, daß in dieser Handschrift 
der Text an dieser Stelle in Unordnung ist, woraus sich aber eindeutige Schlußfolgerungen 
darüber, ob V.21f. ursprünglich in 1 Qis enthalten waren oder nicht, nicht ziehen lassen; 
vielmehr bleiben mehrere Möglichkeiten offen.” Cf. Y. Zakovitch, “Assimilation in 
Biblical Narratives,” in Empirical Models for Biblical Criticism (ed. J. H. Tigay; 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985) 183-185. Issues like this, narrative 
displacement and textual criticism, may seem out of place in a chapter giving a literary 
reading, but taking notice of scholars who want to alter the text as we find it in the MT 
form alerts a literary critic to ‘difficulties’ that need explaining and need explaining in a 
different way.
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psalm.” Williamson comments that while it is possible that the present text of 
Isaiah 38 developed only in stages (to which the Vorlage of lQIsaa may serve as a 
witness), Talmon’s explanation of the purpose of the addition of vv.21-22 does not 
strike him as at all convincing.209 It is equally possible, according to Williamson, 
that the scribe who copied lQIsa3 omitted vv.21-22 unintentionally, his eye jumping
from m m  n '2 - b V  at the end of v.20 to ¡TUT JVD at the end of v.22.
Williamson’s text-critical explanation, that the text suffered a homoioteleuton (and 
it is not his alone), is sensible. Talmon’s structural reasons, however, are also 
implausible (Williamson does not specifically dispute them): if v.21 be a topical 
doublet, it is more likely a doublet for vv.5-6 (for the v.21 fig-pad is not a sign), 
that being another prophetic response to royal prayer. It is v.22 with its request 
for a sign that connects to vv.7-8 about the sign of the sun-dial (not that the signs 
are to be equated). Further, Talmon does not explain in what way v.22 links 39.1 
to 38.1-8.
It thus appears that vv.21 and 22 are in their proper position within Isaiah 38. 
Hauge asks that the textual arrangement in Isaiah be seen as reflecting “a certain 
material interest” rather than being viewed as evidence of “editorial clumsiness”.212 
Seitz’s conclusion is as follows: “In sum, the final two verses, far from being 
dropped in by an editor so as not to be lost, serve an important function in the larger 
shape and movement of the chapter.”213
“Textual Study,” 331.
20} The Book Called Isaiah, 205 n.46.
210 Cf. Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 295: “In support of the Lord’s promise of healing, 
Isaiah provided an outward token of healing. Its connection with the promise makes it an 
acted oracle, an embodiment of the word of the Lord.”
211 A point stressed by Beuken, Isaiah II/2, 386,387.
212 “The City facing Death,” 27.
213 Isaiah 1-39, 261.
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5.5.2 The King’s Malady
Vicki Hoffer reviews the usual views of ‘misplaced’ v.21 that has continued 
to baffle the commentators.214 She links v.21 with the wider sickness/healing theme 
of Isaiah,“ and produces a “metaphoric” reading of the verse. Hoffer brings out 
well the association of v.21 with going to the temple, provided by the immediate 
context o f the verse preceding and the verse following. We note the mention 
o f|T I2 j (“boil”) in Lev 13.4,26,31 etc.; it renders a person unclean, so that the 
person infected is unfit to participate in temple worship, and the issues of 
Hezekiah’s illness and participation in temple worship are hardly separate issues. 
“The interrogative of 38.22 stresses the importance not just of physical survival, but 
of full ritual cure.” Just as in v.3 earlier, Hezekiah did not ask (in so many 
words) to be healed, so here, the way he phrases his question, though it amounts to 
a query about when he will be healed, that is not what he actually asks.
The definition of the king’s malady as “the boil” Cpnttfil) fills out the very 
general remark that Hezekiah has been taken critically ill (v.la). Talmon suggests 
that this elaboration “was intended to present the king’s illness in the typical 
manner of a divinely decreed affliction.” 218 Talmon goes on to say that (“to
214 “Isaiah 38.21,” 69,70. Hoffer is incorrect when, in summarising ‘the problem’ of v.21, she writes: “By the time the story reaches v.21, it seems that the king has been cured” (p.69). This is how scholars have tended to see the problem, but a closer look at the wording of the verse (“that he may live f m j ”) prevents such an interpretation. The sign of turning back of the shadow may confirm that all is as good as done, yet it is not yet done. Hoffer, as most commentators, says that at v.20, the chapter seems to have achieved closure. Hoffer’s article is built on this false premise.215 “Isaiah 38.21,” 75-77,80.216 “Isaiah 38.21,” 83.217 Hoffer, “Isaiah 38.21,” 79; Hezekiah’s question here to the prophet is “about his being ready to participate again in festivities” (p.77). Yes, but the fact remains that Hezekiah is not at this stage physically cured either. Cf. Seitz, Zion's Final Destiny, 168.218 “Textual Study,” 331.
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be sick”) refers to any illness which affects man in the course of nature, but 
that like (“plague”) and njT)2$ (“leprosy”) in narrative parts of the Old 
Testament is conceived as a sign of divine wrath, namely Ex 9.9-11 (x4); Deut 
28.27 (“the boils [T’ntf] of Egypt”), 28.35 (from which “you are not able to be 
healed”), and especially Job 2.7. This retrospective definition of Hezekiah’s illness 
as *p!TO is appropriate following the confession of sin in v.l7b, but coming at this 
Tate stage’ in the presentation of ch.38, Hezekiah’s sin cannot be said to be a 
distinct focus o f the narrative.
The rare term (“fig cake”), as pointed out by Hull,220 occurs five
times in the MT and only in connection with David (1 Sam 25.18; 30.12; 1 Chr 
12.41) and Hezekiah (2 Kgs 20.7 // Isa 38.21). This provides another connection, 
albeit a subtle one, between Hezekiah and David in Isaiah 38.
5.5.3 The King’s Piety
The question of v.22 is couched in the language of the piety of the Psalter, 
e.g. Ps 122.1 (“I was glad when they said to me, Let us go 0*23) to the house of 
YHWH”), and it is appropriate after the psalm of vv.9-20. The present verse is 
best viewed as the highpoint of the king’s piety, rather than, as O ’Connell would 
have it, the point at which “Hezekiah’s characterization begins progressively to 
worsen until, in the last verse of eh.39 (v.8), the reader discerns only a flawed 
model of ‘messianic’ expectation. Thus Hezekiah’s portrayal is not, in the end, an 
idealized contrast to that of his father Ahaz, but a continuation of the prophet’s
219
Talmon lists the following biblical references: Gen 48.1; 1 Sam 19.14; 30.13; 1 Kgs
14.15; 15.23; 17.17; 2 Kgs 8.7,29; Neh 2.2.
220 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 468. Hull goes beyond the evidence, when he suggests 
that in Samuel and Kings appears to be a symbol of YHWH’s special protection of
David and Hezekiah.
221 Hauge (Between Sheol and Temple, 38ff) sees v.22 as an expression of “the king’s 
embodiment of a religious ideal” (p.71), with dwelling in the temple expressive of the fate
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negative portrayal of Judah’s monarchy.”222 Hezekiah’s thanksgiving song (38.9- 
20), so O ’Connell, “retards the disclosure that it was Hezekiah himself who had 
requested a confirming sign of YHWH’s promise.22’ O ’Connelfs understanding of 
the request as part of a negative characterisation of Hezekiah is hardly likely, given 
the criticism of Ahaz earlier for not requesting a sign (7.1 Off).224
Why does Hezekiah want to go up to the temple? Is it so that he can pray
about the Assyrians (cf. 37.14b, “and Hezekiah went up to the house of
YHWH”), a thing he cannot do until he has recovered and been restored to full 
relationship with God?225 There is otherwise no response in eh.3 8 to the promise of 
v.6. The connections between this and the previous incident are not necessarily 
stated, but may only be implied. We have already detected substantial connections 
between the ‘separate’ stories, It must be said, however, that vv.19 and 20 suggest 
praise (cf. Ps 107.17-20), rather than petition.
Williamson reflects what most commentators think when he speaks of “the 
curious addition of v.22 which makes no sense as it now stands”, " and he cannot 
agree with Seitz’s attempted explanation of the verse. Seitz correctly, we
of the positive paradigmatic figures depicted in Pss 36.8-13; 84.5-8; 140.14 (Hebrew
versification).
222 Concentricity and Continuity, 140.
223 Concentricity and Continuity, 139 n.2. Such an interpretation does not need to go with 
the view (held by O’Connell) that 2 Kgs 20 antedated Isaiah 38 and that Isa 38.21-22 is a 
displacement of material in 2 Kgs 20.7-8 to follow a newly interposed psalm. The issue for 
our study is how the verses are to be read in the MT form.
224 Cf. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 504: “In contrast to Ahaz, who refused to ask for a sign in 
7.10-17, Hezekiah pointedly asks for a sign in 38:22, which highlights his desire to praise 
YHWH in the temple and expresses his trust in YHWH’s promises.”
225 Hull also wonders about this (Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 472,473), and later states 
more definitely: “The personal restoration of Hezekiah resulting from his petition to 
YHWH (20:1-11) is the presupposition for Hezekiah’s ability to function as intercessor for 
the nation by petitioning YHWH in the temple (19:14-19)” (p.553). In Hull’s view, then, 
the healing of Hezekiah allows him to successfully intercede for the nation.
226 The Book Called Isaiah, 207; cf. Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 52: “Hezekiah's request for the 
sign is tacked onto the end of the story.”
227 See Seitz, Zion’s Final Destiny, 166-169.
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believe, understands the verse as a further indication of the king’s piety, and 
maintains that the sign is quite separate from that mentioned earlier in the chapter. 
Williamson’s voiced objections are (1) Seitz does not explain why a sign should 
be required for what was a matter of standard priestly regulation; (2) nor does Seitz 
comment on the oddity that no indication is given of what the sign was or whether 
it was granted. We will attempt to supply this lack, (a) Let it first be noted that 
Williamson’s objections amount to this, that the presentation in Isaiah suffers by 
comparison to that in Kings, where “the sign is both specified and linked to the 
promise of a healing miracle, with entry to the temple thereafter as 
consequential.” This does not prove “the secondary nature of verse 22”. All it 
proves is that Isaiah is different than Kings, and so has a different purpose and 
design, (b) Williamson refers to standard priestly regulations, which can be found 
in Leviticus 13ff, but Hezekiah has not yet recovered (v.21 does not say that he 
has). Strictly speaking, v.21 does not recount his recovery, for it is not identical in 
wording to 2 Kgs 20.7. Neither Hezekiah, nor the reader, knows exactly when the 
recovery will be effected (and therefore when he can go up to the temple), so the 
question put to the prophet in v.22 makes sense in the Isaiah context, which is the 
context in which it needs to be interpreted, (c) Isaiah 38 finishes with v.22, and, as 
noted by Williamson, nothing is said about what the sign was and whether it was 
granted (two things that are found with regard to the different sign in 2 Kgs 20). 
The effect of this in Isaiah 38 is to give special attention to Hezekiah’s question, 
what it might mean, and why the king may have asked it, and to the figure of the 
king himself. In a narrative that, as we have sought to show, focuses on Hezekiah, 
this is not at all surprising. In the literary form of Isaiah 38 ascension to the house 
of YHWH is stressed as the relevant ending of a story starting in the deathbed.
228
229
230
The Book Called Isaiah, 207 n.49. 
Ibid.
Ibid.
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What, then, is the effect of having the chapter end with the question of v.22? 
Miscall reads great significance into it: “The chapter closes with Hezekiah’s open- 
ended question which can be asked by him and by any, Israelite and alien, who are 
concerned with life and the ways of the Lord. It is a question that the book of 
Isaiah strives to answer. ‘What is the sign that I will go up to the house of the 
Lord?”'2' 1 Miscall goes on to relate the concern with the “house” to the wider 
Isaianic presentation: “The house is the mountain of 2.2-5 and 11.9”. Sweeney is 
more expansive in his comments, which are along the same lines as Miscall. The 
prominent placement of v.22 as the concluding verse of the chapter would favour 
wider comparisons such as Miscall and Sweeney make. Hezekiah again (cf. 37.3,4) 
is made the mouthpiece of the ideology of the story.
Hezekiah’s question for which no answer is forthcoming (because it is the 
question, not the answer, which is the important thing), serves to highlight the issue 
of going up to the house of YHWH and participation in temple worship. Sweeney is 
right to draw a connection between his question and the statement attributed to the 
nations (2.3, “Come, let us go up [n^U]*!] to the mountain of YHWH, to the house 
[rv2] of the God of Jacob”). In this way, Hezekiah is made spokesman for the 
vision of divine sovereignty found in 2.2-4 and in chs.65-66. As well, Hezekiah 
“thereby also serves as the model of piety presumed throughout chs. 40-55, in 
which the Davidic monarchy no longer exists (44:28; 45:1) but the people of Israel 
are invited to join in the Davidic covenant (55:3).”234 That is part of the 
significance of the question of v.22 in the wider setting of the book of Isaiah. The 
only inadequacy of the analysis of Sweeney is his failure to accord any significance
231
232
233
234
Isaiah, 93.
Ibid.
Isaiah 1-39,499,500,504. 
Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 457.
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9 ^  Sto the royal status of Hezekiah the questioner in v.22. The piety of King 
Hezekiah is shown in that his great concern is participation in the praise of God the 
King in the ceremonies of the house of YHWH.
In summary, then, despite the fact that w.21 and 22 are considered by many 
scholars to be out of place, they make sense within the context of Isaiah 38. They 
are purposely in their present climactic position within ch.38. Hezekiah’s malady, 
more precisely defined, is one that prevents participation in the festivities of the 
temple. Hezekiah’s piety is shown in his chief concern being the praise of God in 
the house of YHWH.
5.6 Conclusion
Within Isaiah 38 there is a shift of interest. The healing narrative concerns 
more than just the survival of Hezekiah and questions about royal succession (v.l). 
That is where the narrative starts, with Hezekiah desperately ill (v.la), Isaiah’s 
command to “set your house in order” and his pronouncement that Hezekiah would 
not recover (v.lb). Both Hezekiah’s request (v.3) and the word of YHWH that 
comes through Isaiah (v.5) make use of Davidic motifs, but the “writing” of 
Hezekiah (vv.9-20) and his final request (v.22) move in another direction. 
Hezekiah’s vow (v.20) and his request for a sign (v.22) shift the focus of the text 
from the basic aspect of recovery from illness to the question of Hezekiah’s full 
restoration of relationship with YHWH and access to the temple, showing an 
interest in YHWH’s house, not David’s. The story, then, is not so much about the 
survival of Hezekiah as the Davidic king as about God’s (higher) kingship.
In conclusion, then, the initial concern of Isaiah 38 is with the continuation 
of the house of David, but by the close of the chapter that concern has been
235 Note the general way is which Sweeney describes Hezekiah: “Hezekiah becomes the 
ideal Jew who will accept YHWH’s invitation to worship and accept YHWH as monarch 
[thinking of chs.2-4, especially 2.5]. In this regard, the coming loss of the Davidic 
monarchy is inconsequential insofar as YHWH is the true monarch (cf. ch.6) who 
authorized the monarchy in the first place” (Isaiah 1-39, 459; italics and addition mine).
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subsumed under the ‘higher’ concern for the house of YHWH and its worship. In 
that way, with Hezekiah’s final question focussing the issue, his ‘routine’ resort to 
the house of YHWH is recalled (cf. 37.1,14), together with the closing scene of 
eh.37 “in the house of Nisroch his [Sennacherib’s] god” (37,38) and the rPD theme 
of the next chapter is anticipated. The overriding focus on divine kingship is made 
all the more pointed by the fact that it is King Hezekiah who voices it.
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CHAPTER SIX 
ISAIAH CHAPTER 39
This thesis thus far has studied the contributions to the theme of kingship 
made by Isaiah chs.36-37 and eh.38. This present chapter consists of a close 
reading of Isaiah 39 in the same fashion as the previous two chapters. Those 
chapters demonstrated the importance and centrality of the figure of Hezekiah, and 
highlighted his position as king, but no final evaluation of his character and 
narrative role can be made without careful scrutiny of Isaiah 39.
Isaiah 39 is marked off from what precedes and follows.1 A chronological 
connector marks the beginning clearly enough (v.la, “At that time”), and the 
statement o f acceptance by Hezekiah brings about a partial resolution of tension, 
marking the end (v.8). The next chapter (eh.40) is poetry rather than a continuation 
of narrative form. These preliminary indicators of delimitation are confirmed by 
common themes that pervade and give unity to the eight verses.
Nelson sees the story (2 Kgs 20.12-19 // Isaiah 39) as a “second reflection on 
Jerusalem’s deliverance”, with 20.1-11 being, presumably, the first reflection. To 
delineate a passage does not, of course, need to mean that it is unrelated to what 
precedes. Isaiah 39 must be interpreted within a context provided for it by the 
immediately preceding chapters. With the inverted chronology in mind, chs.38 and 
39 appear to precede in time chs.36-37, as argued in chapter 5 of this thesis. 
Hezekiah’s illness, and the prophetic oracle provoked by his reception of the 
Babylonian envoys together constitute the “background” for the siege and its 
interpretation. The story of the siege is, in effect, ‘revisited’ and interpretations 
will either be confirmed or modified. Their sheer bulk (two lengthy chapters) and
“The first concern of the rhetorical critic, it goes without saying, is to define the limits 
and scope of the literary unit, to recognise precisely where and how it begins and where it 
ends” (James Muilenburg, “Form Criticism and Beyond,” JBL 88 [1969] 8,9). For Isaiah
39, see Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 506.
2 Nelson, First and Second Kings, 245.
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first positioning make chs.36-37 the ‘primary narrative’, with the two subsequent 
(and progressively shorter3 4) narratives being ‘comments’ upon the first narrative.
6.1 The Visit of the Envoys (39.1-2)
The present story, as is often the case, opens with a narrative summary, or 
background, and then proceeds to the scenic section, generally marked, as here, by 
the beginning of dialogue.5 Vv.1-2 are an ‘exposition’ in which characters are 
introduced and a situation is set up. Everything in the exposition is essential for the 
understanding of the ensuing narrative, and we must explain why each feature is 
mentioned. The centrality of Hezekiah within the narrative is immediately made 
obvious. The dialogue between Isaiah and Hezekiah begins in v.3 and, in fact, 
occupies the rest of the chapter, so that Hezekiah speaking, or spoken to or about, is 
kept before the reader’s attention.
As in the previous two narratives (cf. 36.1-3; 38.1a) the narrator is heard 
before any character within the narrative is given voice. It is the narrator who tells 
the reader o f the letters and gift sent by Merodach-baladan (v.la) and of the 
motivation that lay behind them (v.lb).6 He too informs us of Hezekiah’s reaction 
and subsequent action (v.2). It is he who gives different characters their names and 
designations, and by so doing moulds the reader’s attitude to characters. Merodach- 
baladan, for one, will ‘fall victim’ to the narrator’s privileged position.
6.1.1 “At that time” (Kirin n iD )
The chronological connector obviously enough connects the chapter with 
what precedes. It marks this narrative as continuous in time with the events of
3 Sweeney expresses the relation in this way (.Isaiah 1-39, 455).
4 In terms of numbers of verses: (1) chs.36-37 have 60 verses; (2) ch.38 has 22 verses; (3) 
ch.39 has only 8 verses.
5 Cf. Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation, 57.
6 This must, at least, be our initial understanding of v.lb (see below).
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ch.38, but the effect o f noting  the continuation is also to produce a break. It is a 
connected narrative but also a separate narrative. Its main purpose, however, is to 
serve to connect the narratives of chs.38 and 39 by noting that they occurred one 
after the other. Thus, “At that time” (v.la) “sets the story-time by the passage that 
precedes it.”7 8
“At that time” (NlHil v.la) can be compared to the expression at 38.1 
(“In those days”).9 It is a precise linking (unlike the vaguer expression at 38.1) of 
the following incident with the preceding one. It is not good enough to cavalierly 
dismiss it as an editorial gloss as does Gray,10 asserting that this incident is only 
artificially attached by the editor by means of 2 Kgs 20.12b (= Isa 39.1b), where it 
is stated that the delegation has as its pretext congratulations to Hezekiah for his 
recovery,11 for there are too many other connections to accept that view. What
7 It is a ‘breaking of frame’. In the process the narrator refers to his own time indirectly, 
the expression denoting the time of the story from the narrator’s perspective (see Bar-
Efrat, Narrative Art, 25-26).
8 Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 65. The version in 2 Kings which places both stories within the 
same chapter (20.1-11,12-19) is in that way also expressing the connection between the 
two.
) Working in the Kings context, Hull notes that fc^nn r\V2 (Isa 39.1 NlHil DH2) is used 
both here to introduce Hezekiah’s act of showing the treasures of the kingdom to the 
Babylonians which gives rise to a prediction of future depletion of the treasures by the 
Babylonians and in 2 Kgs 18.16 for the despoliation of the temple to pay Sennacherib (the 
latter has no parallel in the Isaiah textform). For Hull, this suggests a connection between 
the “treasuries” incidents {Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 222). For Isaiah, cf. 20.2a 
(fc'Tnn n in )  connecting the reception of a divine message by Isaiah with the year of the 
attack of Ashdod (20.1); however, “loosely attached” is the way Ackroyd describes the 
connection (“Theological Reflections on the Book of Isaiah: Three Interrelated Studies: 
III. Theology of a Prophet,” King’s Theological Review 5 [1982] 43). Cf. 18.7, which, it is
interesting to note, prefaces a passage where gifts pE?) are brought in homage to YHWH 
by foreign peoples.
Wildberger calls it “eine redaktionelle Klammer” {Jesaja 3, 1377).
11 Gray, I&II Kings, 668,701,702. Compare the usage elsewhere, e.g. Gen 21.22; 38.1. 
Sweeney {Isaiah 1-39, 508f), concurring with Seitz {Zion’s Final Destiny, 150), denies any 
compositional or redactional relationship between chs.36-37 and ch.39, “since the former 
is concerned with the deliverance of the city of Jerusalem whereas the latter is concerned 
with the deportation of the monarchy. Ch.38 supplies such a connection insofar as
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those connections are will be made clear in what follows. We discount the view 
that there is no direct compositional or redactional relationship between chs.39 and 
chs.36-37, except for the one established by virtue of eh.38 and its motif of sickness 
and recovery.12
The reference to Hezekiah’s illness and recovery (v.lb) is an obvious link 
back to the previous chapter, yet the root pTPI is not used in eh.38. The reason for 
using this root and not ¡Tn will be supplied below. This is not an artificial linkage. 
The same basic characters reappear as in the previous chapters: a foreign king 
(represented through envoys), Hezekiah and Isaiah.
The story is told at this point not only because of chronology, but because it
i ^
is thematically appropriate. “At this time” gives no help in determining the
Merodach-baladan’s embassy to Hezekiah takes place after he has recovered from his
illness (39:1b), but the connection appears to be artificial.” (emphasis mine). Sweeney’s
own view is that ch.38 was composed in order to link the narrative of the Babylonian
embassy with that concerning the deliverance of Jerusalem from Sennacherib. Seitz
makes the point (Zion's Final Destiny, 149) that the same kind of linkages join ch.39 to
ch.38 as connect ch.38 with chs.36-37: (1) an introductory temporal formula (38.1; 39.1),
though not exactly the same formula; (2) reference to events in the preceding narrative
(38.6; 39.1b), though again, the parallel is not exact, for 38.6 is a prediction or promise,
and 39.1b notes what was the motivation behind the actions of a character within the story.
So are the similarities so exact as to require the explanation of a common editorial
background, with the implication that the links are external and redactional, rather than
internal and integral? Seitz would have us think so.
1 2 «Cf. Seitz, who sees ch.39 as “a narrative whose logic stands to the side of the narratives 
of 36-38. It serves the purpose nicely of introducing Second Isaiah chapters, and should 
probably be thought of in that context, as distinct from Isa 36-38.” (Zion’s Final Destiny, 
159).
13 The phrase “At that time" is discussed by H. Tadmor and M. Cogan (“Ahaz and Tiglath- 
Pileser in the Book of Kings: Historiographic Considerations,” Bib 60 [1979] 493ff), and 
is viewed by them as an opening formula which introduces a quotation from an earlier 
source, which thus can be used as an identifying mark for such a source. They refer to the 
earlier study by J.A. Montgomery (“Archival Data in the Book of Kings,” JBL 53 [1934] 
49), who found that “...‘on that day’, ‘in those days’, ‘at that time’ are archival 
expressions. Part of the cosmopolitical language of the official scribes (at the court or 
temple)”. It can, then, be used as a marker to introduce a quotation from royal annals and 
need not indicate a chronological sequence (“Historiographic Considerations,” 496). It 
can be used to weld distinct items into a single literary unit. The suggestion has also been
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calendrical date of the events, for the passage has no interest in relating the events 
to any context wider than the preceding narratives. Like most commentators, 
however, Oswalt cannot resist reading some (unstated) political purpose into the 
visit: “It is much more likely that these events [Hezekiah’s illness and recovery] 
provided a pretext for an embassy whose primary purpose was political.” 14 Nelson 
is correct in what he remarks: “Although modern commentators have speculated on 
various political reasons for this visit, Kings [and Isaiah] represents it as a simple 
courtesy call and shows no interest in the international implication.” 1^ Such a 
courtesy call to a sick king is paralleled in 2 Kgs 9.29.16 We must not allow the 
(presumed) historical background of the incident to obscure what is foregrounded in
made that this general expression may replace a date or an exact event found in the 
original. The phrase, then, may more indicate a thematic connection than a narrowly 
chronological one. It is other information in v.l, namely “for he heard that he had been 
sick and had recovered”, that clarifies the chronological connection. De Vries (Yesterday, 
Today and Tomorrow, 41) asserts that the phrase is “generally employed either for making 
a synchronism or for establishing a temporal (not a logical) sequence”, and can be quite 
specific or refer to a general period in which the mentioned event took place. De Vries 
{From Old Revelation to New: A Tradition-Historical and Redactional Study o f Temporal 
Transitions in Prophetic Prediction [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995] 65) views the 
temporal formulae in 38.1 and 39.1 as “redactional transitions”, acting as connective 
introductions to redactional supplements. Childs, commenting on the identical expression 
in 2 Kgs 18.16a (KVin n»3), argues that the expression has a much greater variety of 
functions than Montgomery recognised {Assyrian Crisis, 70,71), but that its main function 
was that of synchronising events.
14 Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 694 (additions mine). Sweeney {Isaiah 1-39, 508) writes: “Most 
commentaries tend to focus on the historical background to Merodach-baladan’s embassy 
to Hezekiah in an attempt to establish the setting of this narrative.” See J.A. Brinkman, 
“Merodach-Baladan II,” in Studies Presented to A. Leo Oppenheim, June 7, 1964 (eds. 
R.D. Briggs and J.A. Brinkman; Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1964) 31-33, who sees the 
occasion of Hezekiah’s sickness as only forming the “pretext” for the mission (p.33). The 
most that can be said is that the events of this chapter (and of ch.38 with which it is linked, 
“At that time”) must precede the account of the 701 siege of Jerusalem chronologically 
since Merodach-baladan’s embassy could not have visited after 703 when he was finally 
driven from his throne by Sennacherib.
15 Nelson, First and Second Kings, 245 (additions mine). We do not have to agree with 
Kaiser, who suggests that “the narrator has no longer any inkling of the true political 
circumstances” {Isaiah 13-39, 410).
16 As pointed out by Hobbs, 2 Kings, 294.
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the narrative itself, the stated motivation of the ambassadorial visit (v.lb), which, of 
course, will have to be weighed and considered by the reader -  using other 
information given in the story! There is no narrative link to the subject of 
entangling foreign alliances, however much some scholars want to find such a 
link. The main themes and concerns of the story will have to be found elsewhere. 
Isaiah 39 makes no mention of a presumed political background of the visit, nor 
does it say that the illness is only an excuse for the embassage.
6.1.2 Merodach-baladan
The introduction of a new character, Merodach-baladan, has the same effect 
as the time expression in showing that a new narrative begins at this point (v.la), 
and his sending letters and a gift mark a new thematic departure. We have in eh.39 
a third narrative (chs.36-37,38,39) with a ‘cast’ of kings. Names and designations 
used for characters within a narrative is one way in which the viewpoint adopted by 
the narrator and his attitude toward characters are revealed.18 “Merodach” 
represents the Akkadian name Marduk. There is the possibility here of pejorative
Hebrew vocalisation of the name, imitating the vowels o f T1NQ (“cursed be”),19 
which would prejudice the reader against viewing the actions of the Babylonian 
king in a favourable light. Nothing critical is said of the Babylonian king in v .l,
17
“Nothing is said in the final chapter [of chs.36-39] about possible political alliance 
against Assyria, as attractive as this explanation is on historical grounds.” (Seitz, Isaiah 1- 
39, 254; additions mine).
1 R Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 36.
19 Watts {Isaiah 34-66, 63 n.lb) refers to the short note by G. Rinaldi (“Nota,” BeO 16 
[1974] 138), in which Rinaldi comments on the form of the name “Merodach” in Jer 50.2. 
Rinaldi further suggests that the name “Mordecai” (Esth 2.5 etc.), which was perhaps 
derived from the name of the god Marduk, is another example of pejorative vocalisation,
in that case imitating the vowels of rOUin (“detestable thing”).
20 TPresuming the audience was familiar with this ‘game’. The practice can be called 
widespread in biblical narrative, see B.J. Roberts, The Old Testament Text and Versions: 
The Hebrew text in Transmission and the History o f the Ancient versions (Cardiff: 
University of Wales Press, 1951) 17 for other examples of the similar treatment of proper 
names containing the names of pagan deities. A close parallel could be the name Jezebel,
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in so many words, and, indeed, the action of this foreign king is a cause of rejoicing 
for Hezekiah (v.2a), yet, still, the way the narrator chooses to name him must affect 
the reader’s view of his actions.
The designation given to Merodach-baladan, following on as it does from 
chs.36 and 37, is the introduction of another foreign king (^ 2 3  After the
reader has heard so much about Sennacherib “YlttfN he has been trained to be 
wary of foreign kings, and “the king of Babylon” must be content to live in the 
shadow of the hated Sennacherib. These two features, pejorative vocalisation and 
Merodach-baladan’s designation, are the reader’s first clues that all is not what it 
seems. At this preliminary stage, however, we are not given enough clues to work 
out what might be wrong.
The chapter starts with a reference to a royal son and father, namely 
“Merodach-baladan the son of Baladan”, and in vv.6 and 7 reference is made first 
to Hezekiah’s royal fathers (v.6a, “your fathers”) and then to royal sons (v.7b, 
“some of your own sons”). The first (v.l) is a case of successful succession and the 
second (v.7) of failed succession (in which the king of Babylon is implicated). In 
this way the beginning and the end of the story are correlated.
which “might be in biblical form a taunting nickname” (Montgomery, Kings, 291, on 1
Kgs 16.31). Another example is found at the end of 2 Kings, where the author appears to
wish to denigrate the Babylonian king on whose good graces imprisoned Jehoiachin
depended. Historically, this son and successor to Nebuchadnezzar bore the name Abel-
marduk (“man of Marduk”), but he receives the name “Evil-merodach” c r n o  ‘T’lK), the
Hebrew adjective meaning “foolish” (BDB p. 17), with this king’s name functioning as a
polemic against the character of Jehoiachin’s benefactor (see Jan Jaynes Granowski,
“Jehoiachin at the King’s Table: A Reading of the Ending of the Second Book of Kings,”
in Reading Between Texts: intertextuality and the Hebrew bible [ed. Danna Nolan Fewell;
Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992] 183).
21 Sennacherib is never called “the son of so and so” (cf. 36.1; 37.37), and the use of the 
patronymic is an example of overly specific designation and thus must serve a narrative 
purpose. Revell (.Designation, 149 n.5) makes the point: “Patronymics were not normally 
used in Babylonian names, so the epithet ‘b. Baladan’ may also have arisen through error.” 
The explanation for this unusual designation, however, lies elsewhere.
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Nothing explicitly negative is said of the visit of the envoys in v .l, but first 
impressions can deceive, and in the present narrative they do. The reader’s final 
impressions will be quite different. The king of Babylon will, by the end of the 
chapter, deserve his pejorative naming.
6.1.3 Babylon
22Muilenburg drew special attention to inclusions as markers of units, and
23the mention of ‘'the king of Babylon” in vv. 1 and 7 represents such an inclusio. 
What a writer chooses to use as an inclusion is usually thematically significant, and 
this is so in the present case. The references to “Babylon” in the book of Isaiah are 
as follows: 13.1,19; 14.4; 21.9; 39.1,6,7; 47.1; 43.14; baaa 48.14;
b a a 1? 14.22; 39.3; 48.20. The cluster of references to Babylon in eh.39
(w . 1,3,6,7) makes up four out of a total of thirteen references in the book. The 
Babylonian focus within ch.39 is clear and causes the narrative to stand over 
against eh.3 8, which immediately precedes. There would be seven more references 
if “Chaldea, Chaldeans” be included in the tabulation, namely 13.19; 23.13; 43.14; 
48.14,20; 47.1,5.24 As Begg notes,2> the references to Babylon are concentrated 
within three well-defined segments of Isaiah, i.e., chs. 13-23, 36-39 and 40-48. The 
fortunes of the two nations are related by the placement of 14.1-2 in the midst of 
“The oracle concerning Babylon” (chs. 13,14), with its hope that the Israelites will 
“rule over those who oppressed them (DJT'bilD)”, and the “taunt against the king 
of Babylon” (14.4) immediately speaks of him as “the oppressor (tWJ)”. 14.1-2 is
22 “Form Criticism and Beyond,” 9.
23 As we shall see below, this puts v.8 outside the ‘main body’ of the narrative, making 
any such comment and response by Hezekiah not necessary, at least insofar as narrative 
symmetry is concerned.
24 C.T. Begg, “Babylon in the Book of Isaiah,” in The Book o f Isaiah -  Le Livre d ’Isaïe. 
Les Oracles et leur relectures. Unité et complexité de Touvrage (ed. J. Vermeylen; BETL, 
81; Leuven: Leuven University/Peeters, 1989) 121-125.
25 “Babylon in the Book of Isaiah,” 121.
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joined directly to 13.1-22 by *0 (14.1a; not reflected in all English translations, e.g. 
RSV  ), and would appear to spell out the implications for Israel of Babylon’s fall. 
The following section concerning the taunt (bltfQ) against the king of Babylon 
(14.3-23) is addressed directly to Israel as indicated by the second person 
introduction in 14.3-4a, and the taunt is put in the mouth of Israel (“you will take up 
this taunt against the king of Babylon”). Isaiah 39 conveys a Babelbild, i.e., a 
portrait of Babylon, with Begg seeing her portrayed as “Israel’s (unrecognized) 
tempter, its future despoiler and enslaver (39.6-7) and (implicitly) as Yahweh’s 
punishing agent.” Ch.39 tells how, when, and with what fateful consequences the 
two nations came in contact. The readers, mindful of the portrayal of the “king of 
Babylon” in 14.4-21 will immediately realise -  as Hezekiah himself does not -  that 
nothing good can come of receiving the envoys of Merodach-baladan, king of 
Babylon, and so are prepared for the oracle of doom the episode issues. Begg is 
struck by the virtually unrelievedly negative character of the references to Babylon 
in Isaiah,~ which serves to show how utterly inappropriate is Hezekiah’s rejoicing 
in 39.2 (nftEH). Nothing good can come of receiving the Babylonian envoys. It is 
in part the reader’s knowledge of chs. 13-23 that enables his differing perception of 
the incident. Merodach-baladan’s designation as the “king of Babylon” is enough 
to condemn him in the eyes of the reader.
O’Connell in his devising of an asymmetrically concentric structure for 
chs.13-39 views chs.36-39 as a structurally inverted complement to 13.1-14.25.30 
“By Hezekiah’s actions and speech, in the last chapter of the section [chs. 13-39], he 
unwittingly sets up the conditions for Babylon’s cruelty to Jacob/Israel, which
Cf. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-4, 45.
27 See Seth Erlandsson, The Burden o f Babylon: A Study o f Isaiah 13.2-14.23 (ConB OT 
Series 4; Lund: CWK Gleerup, 1970) 119-121.
28 So Begg, “Babylon in the Book of Isaiah,” 122.
29 “Babylon in the Book of Isaiah,” 124.
30 O’Connell, Concentricity and Continuity, 110-114.
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tacitly forms the foreboding background of the first chapter (i.e., the threat to future
^  i
Babylon [Isaiah 13], designed to vindicate Jacob/Israel [14.l-2(3-4a)]).” We need 
not commit ourselves to every detail of O ’Connell’s scheme to see the connection 
between ch.39 and the earlier chapters.
6.1.4 Giving (and Taking)
The chapter begins with the king of Babylon giving a “present’' (v.l), but it 
ends with the prospect of his taking all (v.6). Already there is a hint in the gift of 
the outcome. The story is about ‘giving’ -  and so also about ‘taking’ (the one being 
the correlate of the other). Few commentators mention or make anything of the 
“gift’' (nn3Q), but in a shorn and disciplined narrative like Isaiah 39, it must fulfil 
a definite role. nn3ft has the sense of “present” here (cf. Gen 32.14, 19,21,22; 
43.11,15, 25,26), and in 2 Kgs 8.8-9 Hazael takes a nPIJQ to Ben-hadad who is sick 
(r6 ri) . Elsewhere in the book of Isaiah the word is always used of an offering 
made to God (1.13; 19.21; 57.6; 66.3,20,20), but we need not understand the gift 
given to Hezekiah as one more properly given to God. Seitz would appear to read 
too much, or at least the wrong thing, into the gift, and there is no evidence that we 
should see it as “tribute” paid to Hezekiah.34 niUft is the word used in Ps 72.10
(“The kings of Tarshish and the isles will return tribute [n n jft]”),35 but that is a lot 
to read into the context of Isaiah 39. Perhaps Hezekiah did foolishly read such a
31 Concentricity and Continuity, 127 (additions mine).
32 The opposition between giving and taking is also present within the second speech of 
Rabshakeh (36.16,17), as noted also by Hull (Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 295 n.70).
Hull does not know what to make of it {Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 497f), other than to 
view it as an “apparent good will gesture”, which is not “the real issue of the narrative”, 
though he suspects that more is going on than the surface text suggests. This leads on to a 
further discussion on p.510, in which he explores the possible connections between nnJQ 
and nbn  and the end of dynasties in the Kings context.
34 Isaiah 1 -39, 265.
35 Cf. Hutter, Hiskija, König von Juda, 71 n.21.
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meaning into events, but, if so, Seitz’s view is reflecting the misperception of 
Hezekiah rather than the viewpoint of the narrator.
6.1.5 Babylonian Envoys and Letters
Parallelism with earlier scenes must affect our interpretation of the action of 
the king of Babylon in sending messengers and letters. Even though (apparently) 
friendly in intention, the parallels encourage the reader to find in them something 
more sinister in nature: at least an implied threat. The letters and gift are “sent” 
( n ^ ) j u s t  as Rabshakeh was “sent” (n^ETI, 36.2), and the previous associations of 
the Assyrian envoy’s sending and his threatening speeches are recalled here. It is 
the case of another foreign king sending envoys, thus making this a re-run of 
chs.36-37, even though (on the surface) it appears so very different. The further 
parallel with the messengers of 37.9 (n b ^ v)) only confirms this evaluation. What 
is sent includes “letters” (□*’“120, v.la) as it did in 37.14 (□‘HSOH),38 not now 
threatening letters, as Hezekiah’s very different reaction shows (v.2a, cf. 37.14ff), 
but, the reception of more letters may be read as an implicit threat to Hezekiah.
The present narrative unit begins, then, like chs.36-37, with the reception of 
a message. This, however, is an unrecognised crisis, unlike the earlier crises, and so 
Hezekiah reacts in a very different way. Each of the previous two sections (chs.36- 
37,38) began with an immediate threat, so that v.l must be read as an unrecognised 
threat -  certainly it is unrecognised by Hezekiah. It is all the more dangerous 
because it is unrecognised, but though unrecognised, it is a threat none the less. 
The structures of repetition in chs.36-39 require such a reading. It is essential to
36 Cf. Ackroyd (“An Interpretation,” 333): “an expression of the proper exchange of
courtesies between kings.”
37 Cf. T. Collins, The Mantle o f Elijah: The Redaction Criticism o f the Prophetical Books 
(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993) 144, who sees this noted correlation as “underlining the 
metonymic relationship between Assyria and Babylon which is characteristic of the book 
Isaiah” (italics Collins’).
38 Miscall {Isaiah, 93) also notes the parallel, but makes nothing of it.
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our understanding of the story that we recognise both the threat and its hidden 
nature.
The mention o f ‘hearing’ (v.lb, “for he [Merodach-baladan] heard”) is part 
of a wider hearing theme, especially in chs.36 and 37, and this makes another 
connection between the action of Sennacherib (37.9, UQEH [about Tirhakah]) and 
Merodach-baladan. Begg favours the reading “heard” (UM^I) in v.2a, as used in 2 
Kgs 20.13a, over against what is in v.2 here, namely “he rejoiced" (nQEH). Such 
a substitution would strengthen the ‘hearing’ theme in this chapter considerably (cf. 
v.5a, “Hear the word of YHWH of hosts”), but the reading in the Masoretic text of 
Isaiah suits the present context too, as shall be demonstrated below. The narrator is 
penetrating the mind of a character even when he is simply telling us what he heard, 
as he is doing in 39.1b (“and he [Merodach-baladan] heard that he [Hezekiah] has 
been sick and has recovered”). That, the narrator tells us, is the motivation (the 
only motivation?) that lay behind the king of Babylon’s letters and present (v.la).40 
The narrator reveals no political ulterior motive. As well, he gives an inside view 
of both protagonists at just that point in the narrative where the reader might be 
tempted to read his own ideas into the text. Further to this, it is one of the few 
occasions in chs.36-39 when an inside view is granted, and the narrator chooses to 
explain the motivation behind the visit and the gift (v .lba , “for” [.KS'F]41). We
39 Christopher T. Begg, “The Reading at 2 Kings xx 13,” VT XXXVI (1986) 339-340. Isa 
39.2a has nM "1! as do some texts of Kings (a few Hebrew mss, LXX, Syriac, Vulgate, so 
BHS apparatus for Kings). Ehrlich (Randglossen, 141) also favours the substitution of 
UM"’! from 2 Kgs 20.13a, his reasoning being that it “ein Andeutung gibt über den 
eigentlichen diplomatischen Zweck der Gesandschaft”, and he sees the question of v.3 
(*n?2X ¡"[ft) as supporting the suggested modification of the text.
40 Cf. Ackroyd (“An Interpretation,” 333): “The occasion of the visit is indicated solely in 
terms of Hezekiah’s illness”.
41 2 Kgs 20.12b reads U M  'O, but the Isaiah text has UM*1! read as explanatory, and is 
equivalent in meaning (P. Joüon, A Grammar o f Biblical Hebrew: Volume II, Part Three: 
Syntax, Paradigms and Indices [translated and revised by T. Muraoka; Rome: Pontifical 
Biblical Institute, reprint of 1st Ed., 1991] §118f), with all the verbs of the last clause to be
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should not, for an otherwise, as far as we can tell, reliable narrator,42 seek a deeper 
and more overtly political motivation. And yet, how did the narrator know what 
was the motivation for the sending of the letters and gift? We could answer: he just 
knows (given the omniscience of the biblical narrator). On the other hand, “for he 
heard that he had been sick and had recovered”, coming as it does immediately after 
the mention of letters, could be implying that this was the reason stated by the king 
of Babylon in the said letters, and the stated reason may not necessarily be the 
actual reason. How are we to decide? The double-barreled question of v.3 
provides a clue, that v. lb is what the men “said”. We may not have realised that we 
had heard them speak but we had, with v.lb  being their stated reason for coming,43 
the message of the envoys being one of congratulation for his recovery.
The envoys of Merodach-baladan (not mentioned explicitly in v .l) are 
agents,44 being but a functional requirement of the story: they bring the letters and 
gifts and are shown around by Hezekiah, and their speech is the content of letters 
from their royal master. They have no individuality, and appear in the narrated 
action only as suffixes (v.2). Hezekiah does not report what they said (v.3), though 
presumably they did say something, but only the verbatim repetition of the content
understood as pluperfects (cf. Waltke and O’Connor, Syntax, §33.2.3a). JJDEH (“and he 
heard”) is not to be understood as referring to what the king of Babylon subsequently 
heard from his envoys when they reported back to him the outcome of their visit to Judah, 
for such a meaning would be irrelevant to the ensuing narrative. The cause (v.lb) is here 
appended to the effect (v.l a) as noted by Cheyne {The Prophecies o f Isaiah. Volume I, 
237) who follows Delitzsch; note too the rendering of the German: “denn er hatte gehört" 
{Die Bibel nach der Übersetzung Martin Luthers [Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 
1985]). Ehrlich for his part (Randglossen, 141) views this second half-verse as forming an 
adverbial clause of time, and he translates it as “nachdem er gehört hatte”.
42 “A reliable narrator is one whose rendering of the story and commentary on it the reader 
is supposed to take as an authoritative account of the fictional truth” (Rimmon-Kenan, 
Narrative Fiction, 100).
4j For the overlapping of what (foreign) messengers say and the contents of letters we may
compare 37.9 and 37.14, with 37.10-13 being both the messengers’ speech and the letters’
contents.
44 As Berlin would define it {Poetics and Interpretation, 23). The envoys are given no 
names; see Sternberg {Poetics, 330) on anonymity.
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of the letters. The reader sees them only through other people’s eyes -  the 
narrator’s description of their visit (vv.1,2), Hezekiah’s personal reaction (v.2a, 
nEKH; w .3b,4b) and Isaiah’s suspicion (vv.3a,4a). All this is not to say 
that the envoys are an unimportant part of the story, they are, given their role of 
‘stand-ins’ for the king of Babylon.
Burney,4' in a suggestion that goes back to Duhm, would emend the text, 
suggesting CD'HO (“eunuchs”) instead of □“'“IDO (“letters”). This is an ingenious 
but conjectural change, giving a credible inclusio to v.7 (“they shall be eunuchs 
[D’,0 V10] in the palace of the king of Babylon”), as well as being quite effective in 
literary terms, adding a touch of irony. With this emendation the chapter begins 
with the arrival of servants of the Babylonian king, and at its close it is intimated 
that Hezekiah’s sons will become, in turn, servants of the king of Babylon.46 The 
suggested emendation ignores, however, the important role □‘'“IDO plays in the 
wider context of chs.36-39, especially 37.14, it being by ch.39 a ‘loaded’ word. As 
well, the mention o f the messengers is not essential to v .l, nor is the transition to 
v.2 (RSV, “And Hezekiah welcomed them”) as harsh as is often asserted, it being 
understood that the letters and gift must be carried by someone.47 The Septuagint 
has ¿mcnoAac; xai npeopeic; Kai Scopa (“letters and ambassadors and gifts”), maybe 
following its Hebrew Vorlage tradition, or just perceiving the need to list emissaries 
since the rest of the story speaks of them, not of letters and gifts. A different
45 Burney, Notes, 351, with his reason being that this “correction” is suitable to the suffix 
objects in 2 Kgs 20.13 (DIT1?!? S»Bh).
46 Cf. Duhm, Das Buck Jesaja, 285, who sees the “genaue Korrespondenz” between act 
and result.
47 “The story presumes that letters and gifts must be delivered by messengers. It loses 
nothing by failing to mention them at this point” (Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 63 n.ld). Again, 
rather than thinking of emending the text one might rather think of constructio ad sensum 
here (so Begg, “The Reading at 2 Kings XX 13,” 341 n.2). The R SV , however, sees the 
need to add the word “envoys” in its rendering of v.l (“sent envoys with letters and a 
present to Hezekiah” [italics mine]).
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vocalisation of the Hebrew text could give □ P S O  (“scribes”), an official position 
which included the representation of a monarch in 36.3 and 37.2, but again the 
Isaiah text is satisfactory in its present state. This discussion about text critical 
matters has occupied us, not because emendation of the text is contemplated, but 
because of the light that it might throw on the present text.
6.1.6 The Focus on Hezekiah
The words “and he recovered” (v.lb), or “but then was strong again”,49 are a 
play on Hezekiah’s own name (pTm/liTpTn), and another virtual occurrence of 
Hezekiah’s name in the narrative.50 Garsiel finds midrashic name derivations 
(MND),51 for Hezekiah in 2 Chron 32.7 and Micah 7.18, and views the present
48 • i •Ehrlich, Randglossen, 141 suspects □’HDD because of its plural form (“D^DO ist hier 
schon wegen seines Plurals kaum richtig”), and he refers to his discussion of the same 
form in 37.14, where he says that the same word is to be read as a singular pDOH), the 
plural ending arising from dittography with the following word “PE (p. 134), but his main 
problem with the word in 39.1 is the usual one: “besonders aber weil dabei im Ganzen 
keine Personen genannt sind, auf die in V.4 [sic 3] sich beziehen konnte.”
Ehrlich will not countenance the suggestion that it be read (as Duhm would have 
it) CTO’HO because, he claims, 0 ^ 0  never appears in the OT as “Diplomat” and instead 
he favours a revocalisation as DpSO meaning “Staatsschreiber”, the intention being (so 
Ehrlich) to describe a diplomatic embassy. Ehrlich does not see the use of in v.7 
below as proving anything about v.l. Wildberger vocalises the word as O'HSO, which he 
then translates as “Beamter” (Jesaja 3, 1470). Crown (“Messengers and Scribes,” 368) 
also favours this suggestion. BHS notes that it has been proposed to read □‘HDD 
comparing it with Akkadian sapiru emissarius (“emissary”).
4Q The rendering of Watts (.Isaiah 34-66, 63).
50 The text of 2 Kgs 20.12 reads *1 IT pin. Hezekiah has not yet recovered from his illness 
at the close of ch.38. Miscall {Isaiah, 93) sees it as a pun on Hezekiah and notes (what he 
views as) earlier puns on his name at 8.11; 27.5; 35.3-4 (p.89). As Hull notes {Hezekiah -  
Saint and sinner, 178 n.39) with regard to the different readings in Kings and Isaiah at this 
point, it is not necessary to assume that one is “correct” and the other “incorrect”. They 
are simply different texts. The BHS editor (D.W. Thomas) notes the lQIsa3 reading HTH, 
which is what we might have expected after the frequent use of the root in ch.38 
(vv.1,9,11,12,16,16,16,19,19,20,21), so that its non-use here is striking. Further, Isa 39.1 
is the only listing in BDB (p.304) for Qal pin used of recovery from illness.
51 Garsiel, Biblical Names, 107f, 130f, 220f.
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verse as an example of a MND describing an experience which Hezekiah 
undergoes, with Hezekiah’s recovery from a serious illness accentuated through the 
MND. His name fits his (positive) fate, so that Hezekiah's name bears within it 
significant meaning for the owner. Garsiefs study confirms his evaluation of the 
MND as an important literary device, even “a central pillar in the structure of 
biblical poetics”,53 so that the MND is a deliberate literary device and is used for a 
serious literary purpose.
The prominence of the name of Hezekiah in this chapter over that of Isaiah 
keeps the focus on the king. There is no “Isaiah said” p D N vl) in v.4a, whereas the 
narrator makes sure that the name of Hezekiah is kept before the reader (w.3b,4b). 
Ch.39 is similar to chs.36-37, where the threat is directed against Hezekiah 
personally, and to ch.38, where the life-threatening illness is obviously a personal 
threat.54 The figure of Hezekiah is centre stage throughout chs.36-39, and ch.39 is 
no exception. The “king of Babylon” sends an embassy “to Hezekiah” (v.l). 
Revell’s comment is as follows: “The use of Hezekiah’s name here possibly reflects 
the nature of the mission. It is not a matter of state policy, but exploratory, and had
52 Garsiel, Biblical Names, 41: “The biblical writers wish to find within the structure of the 
name some clue to the person’s course of life.” As noted by Garsiel (p.221), pTPI in other 
passages has an active sense, as when it figures as a leading term in the description of the 
siege and of Hezekiah’s “strengthening himself’ to make preparations for the anticipated 
Assyrian attack, and to carry out ritual activities (see 2 Chron 32.1-8; 29.1-3,34; 31.4).
53 Biblical Names, 26.
54 We find fault, therefore, with the genre classifications frequently proposed for these 
chapters. Sweeney (Isaiah 1-39, 509) views the overarching genre of Isaiah 39 as 
“PROPHETIC STORY”: “This is a special form of the genre HISTORICAL STORY that 
employs a prophet as the central figure in order to convey motifs central to the narrator’s 
concern” (capitalisation Sweeney’s). Cf. Alexander Rofe, The Prophetical Stories: The 
Narratives about the Prophets in the Hebrew Bible. Their Literary Types and History 
(Jerusalem: Magnes, 1988) 95-97, who considers ch.39 to be an example of prophetic 
historiography. Seitz is more accurate in his evaluation (Isaiah 1-39, 232): “Although the 
chapters that close First Isaiah have frequently been referred to as ‘Isaiah legends’ or 
‘Isaiah narratives’, a far more appropriate designation would be ‘Hezekiah narratives’. It 
is Hezekiah who consistently holds center stage across this four-chapter tradition 
complex.”
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no practical results.”55 This militates against the theory that the intention was to 
form an alliance or enact a treaty. It can be asserted too that Hezekiah’s act of 
showing (v.2) is the crucial action of ch.39: Merodach-baladan’s “background act 
of sending”36 (v.l) ‘sets up’ the action of Hezekiah: he rejoices and shows all (v.2), 
and this incident becomes the occasion for the ensuing dialogue between Isaiah and 
Hezekiah that occupies the rest of the narrative (vv.3-8).
In the chapter the protagonists are characterised primarily by what they say 
and do, and 39.2a appears to be the only time we are told (by the narrator) of
c n
Hezekiah’s feelings, which makes the revelation an important one/ The narrator
c o
can, if he so desires, give the reader an ‘inside view’. He does that in 39.2a, the 
expression “neatly exposing the king’s heart”.59 “And Hezekiah welcomed them” 
{RSV v.2a) is not how llTpTn nftKTI should be translated. A more
accurate translation would run: “Hezekiah rejoiced over/because of them”,60 the 
plural suffix “them” referring not to the letters, but to the envoys carrying letters, as 
the ensuing narrative makes clear: “and showed them (DXT’1)”. The narrator
discerns and reports emotion (cf. Jon 4.6: r 6 m  nnOE? TPp’p r r^ tf  rUT nnfeH 
ffttSy, “So Jonah was exceedingly glad because of the plant”]). This indication of 
feeling must play a definite role in the narrative context. It is the first time we have 
seen Hezekiah rejoice in these chapters, and his happiness makes the coming 
reversal of fortune all the more poignant. It is a heavy irony, for that smile will be 
wiped off his face, and he will end up with a very different view of the visit of the
55 Designation, 125,126.
56 As Hull expresses it {Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 495).
57 Cf. Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 21.
58 See Sternberg, Poetics, 54, for his comments on biblical scholars who pronounce 
representations of the “inner life” non-existent in biblical narrative.
59 J.A. Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah (Leicester: IVP, 1993) 296 n.2.
60 Watts renders it well: “Hezekiah was glad about them” {Isaiah 34-66, 63); cf. Ackroyd 
(“An Interpretation,” 333): “Hezekiah was glad to see them”; also JPS: “Hezekiah was 
pleased by their coming”.
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Babylonians, and to some extent the reader shares Hezekiah’s “initial blurring and 
retrospective lucidity”.61 The prophet’s objections to the embassage will be all the 
more surprising given the strength of Hezekiah’s positive reaction. Hezekiah is a 
man of surging emotions (cf. 38.3), ’ whereas Isaiah, by contrast, is presented as 
without emotion, with his character hidden behind his prophetic persona.
Why did Hezekiah show (□N TI) the envoys what he did?6’ His actions in 
v.2, given the inside view granted at the beginning of the verse, are to be explained 
by the king’s mood of elation. Hezekiah is carried away by euphoria.64 His simple 
action of showing off his possessions (v.2a) is, however, effectively highlighted as 
a major narratorial issue by the narrator’s follow-up comment (v.2b), it being clear 
from this point that much will be made of it.
6.1.7 Key Words
The use of key words is a leading feature of ch.39. The ‘seeing’ motif is 
prominent,65 and is introduced in v.2:
v.2a □XT’! “and he showed them” 
v.2b “(he) did not show them”
v.4a IX") “what have they seen...?” 
v.4b “they saw”
61 Sternberg’s phraseology {Poetics, 99).
62 Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 58: “information about moods (which are transient) serves to 
create the personality of characters in the narrative”.
63 See C.T. Begg’s articles (“Hezekiah’s Display [2 Kgs 20,12-19],” BN 38/39 [1987] 14- 
18 and “Hezekiah’s Display: Another Parallel,” BN 41 [1988] 7-8), in which he adduces 
extra-biblical parallels which to his mind serve to confirm that it is an expected part of 
ANE diplomatic relationships. That may be so, but there is not a hint of this in the 
narrative itself. Perhaps a better (and intra-biblical) parallel would be Solomon’s 
comprehensive display of his possessions to the Queen of Sheba (noted by Begg, 
“Deuteronomistic Retouching,” 10). That being so, the action is that of a gracious host 
who responds to a goodwill visit by showing off his possessions in a guided tour. This 
apparently innocuous action by Hezekiah, however, takes on great significance in the 
narrative.
64 Cf. Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 262.
65 As also noted by Ackroyd (“An Interpretation,” 339). See Sternberg {Poetics, 47) on the 
Bible’s heavy use of words associated with perception.
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v.4b DVPK"in “I did not show them’'
The emphasis on ‘seeing/showing’ (v.2) is made an issue by Isaiah’s
question in v.4a. Its repetition in v.2 already highlights it, and all v.4 does is 
highlight the highlighting. The Babylonians only ‘saw’ because Hezekiah ‘showed* 
them, so that his actions are crucial and fateful.
The “all” emphasis is marked in the listing of v.2a (2x and in v.2b 
( ^ r a i ) .66 This is reinforced by the long listing of items shown to the envoys (v.2), 
by there being seven items listed (x7 nX), and by the words in the last part of the 
verse that are in effect the narrator’s summarising comment on Hezekiah’s action of 
showing: “There was nothing that Hezekiah did not show them” (v.2b). The “all” 
emphasis is picked up by w .4  and 6, and is one of a number of verbal features that 
link these three verses together.
As well, there is a “house” (ITO) motif running through the chapter, which is 
prepared for by the double mention of “the house of YHWH” at the end of eh.38 
(cf. 38.20b,22b; note earlier also 37.1,14). This gives eh.39 a (slightly?) different 
context compared to the parallel text in Kings, the “house of YHWH” being the last 
thing mentioned in the immediately preceding episode. Hezekiah’s question that 
closes the previous chapter (38.22) shows the king’s piety at highest pitch. IT’D as 
a Leitwort, like the root HK“), is introduced in v.2:
66 The MT omits before HrD3 J"P2, but it is present in lQIsa3, a few Medieval mss (so 
BHS apparatus) and 2 Kgs 20.13. 2 Kgs 20.13 omits before m i  and the BHS 
editor suggests that it should be deleted from the Isaiah text. Ackroyd’s comment is: “The 
small differences between the two texts do not affect the sense; the vital point is brought 
out in the concluding words which pick up what preceded. Here it is underlined that he 
showed them everything” (“An Interpretation,” 333; italics Ackroyd’s).
67 Noted also by Hull {Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 495).
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v.2a nn^3 r v n 4 ‘treasure house”
v.2a rPD_i?D “his whole armoury"68
v.2b irPDD “in his house”
v.4a *]rPDD “in your house"
v.4b t p d d  “in my house”
v.6b “]I"PDD “that is in your house"
The narrative is built around the word “house” (IT'D), as Watts also notes.69 
He further suggests that TTIDN (v.6, “your fathers”) and “pD ft (v.7, “some of 
your sons”), both of which, he says, are close in sound and spelling to IT’D, add to 
the overall effect, being an example of paronomasia. As the paronomasia hints, it is 
a “house/household”, made up of a line of fathers and sons, that is the underlying 
concern of the chapter, it being prophesied that some of Hezekiah’s own sons will 
be eunuchs in the palace of the king of Babylon.71 Within eh.39, whatever may be
68 /This is an extra TO over against the Kings text. The term comes after the listing of 
silver, gold, etc., which specify the contents of the nnDJ IT’D, so that it does not have to 
refer to an aspect of Hezekiah’s wealth. M. Dahood (“The Value of Ugaritic for Textual 
Criticism,” Bib 40 [1959] 162-164) makes the ingenious suggestion that ^D  IT’D is a 
“wine cellar”, and has convinced Kaiser {Isaiah 13-39, 408 n.c) who also refers to the use 
of ’’bD in Jer 48.11. The term ^ 3  has a wide range of meanings (BDB pp.479,480), one 
of which, as noted by BDB, is its figurative use in Jer 48.11 as a “vessel” or 
“receptacle...for liquids”. The traditional interpretation of Isa 39.2 is ‘armoury”, with 
0 ^ 3  in the sense of “weapons”. In Isaiah the usage covers weapons (13.5; 54.16,17), 
vessels of various kinds (22.24,24; 52.11; 65.4; 66.20), boats (18.2), baggage (10.28), evil 
“devices” (RSV, 32.7) and a bride’s jewels (61.10). The word does appear on a list of 
wealth, which might support Dahood, but at the end of the list, and as a separate “house”, 
it would allow the meaning armoury. It may give a hint as to the specific nature of 
Hezekiah’s fault, but, if so, only a hint. Anyway the main point is that it is another use of 
IT’D in a chapter that makes much use of the term.
69 Isaiah 34-66, 65.
70 Watts possibly has in mind the root H3D (“build”) as well (cf. BDB pp.l 19,120).
See also Hull {Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 502) who comes to a similar conclusion, 
arguing for the inherent connection of vv.6 and 7 “built around the double meaning of 
rvD” -  as literal house where wealth is stored and house meaning the dynastic line (cf. 
Beuken, Isaiah II/2, 412).
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the pronominal suffix attached to IYO (“his/your/my house’'), it is Hezekiah’s 
house that is the reference.
From a survey of the use of rP2 in this book (based on Mandelkern), the 
following observations may be made: (1) there are 16 occurrences in the sense of 
“temple” (usually of YHWH), and the things to note are: the cluster of references 
in chs.37 and 38, in each case concerning the resort of a king to a temple; the 
strategic placement in 2.2,3 and 66.20 near the beginning and end of the book; a 
cluster in ch.56 that features “eunuchs” (cf. 56.3,4; picking up 39.7). (2) There are 
six uses in the sense of the royal house(hold), and the thing of particular note is 
the cluster in ch.7, so that the instruction in 38.1 can be read against the threat in 
eh.7 to the continuance of the Davidic house. The passage in ch.22 also implies the 
demise of the Davidic house. There are five other uses of ITO as a “household/ 
family” (3.6,7; 22.23,24, and 15.2; which, if we retain the MT [“the house and 
Dibon”], could be taken to refer to the royal house of Moab). (3) There are 16 uses 
in phrases “house (of Israel)” etc.74 (4) One instance as a designation for a 
receptacle (3.20, / ^ ^ “the perfume boxes”). (5) One occurrence before a word of 
quality or characteristic (31.2, “the house of the evildoers”). (6) 11 uses for the 
“palace” of a king (or part thereof), and we notice the cluster in eh.39. (7) 19
/z 2.2,3; 6.4; 37.1,14,38 (“the house of Nisroch his god”); 38.20,22; 56.5,7,7,7; 60.7; 
64.10; 66.1,20.
7j 7.2,13 (both “house of David”), 17 (“your [Ahaz’s] father’s house”); 22.18 (“your 
[royal] master’s house”),22 (“the house of David”); 38.1.
74 2.5,6; 5.7; 8.14,17; 10.20; 14.1,2; 22.21; 29.22; 37.31 (“house of Judah”); 46.3,3; 48.1; 
58.1; 63.7.
75 22.8 (“the House of the Forest”),15; 36.3,22; 37.2 (these four designating the royal
official who had supervision of the palace and bore the title rP2n'~i?y"““I^N); 39.2 (“his 
treasure house”),2 (“his whole armoury”),2,4,4,6.
76 Cf. H.A. Hoffner, “I"P3 bayith” TDOT Volume II, p. 113, who notes that if the “house”, 
palace or temple, was very large and composed of several buildings, each building (and 
sometimes each room or hall) in the complex could be called a ITO.
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77 • • •occurrences as a “dwelling/habitation”. IT’D is used in the indictment of (social) 
crimes (3.14; 5.8,8) and in descriptions of judgment.78 The heavy concentration 
of rPD in ch.39 thus becomes ominous. Further to this, 22.15-25, which is related 
to chs.36 and 37 because of the references to Shebna and Eliakim, is a judgment 
passage built around IT’D (22.15,18,21,22,23,24), matching the six occurrences 
of rVO in ch.39.
What are we to make of the non-mention of the “house of YHWH”
7Q(mm rrn) in the present chapter? For Hull, there is an implied failure on 
Hezekiah’s part to rely on YHWH. This failure, according to Hull, involves 
attachment to the wealth stored in his own house, while ignoring the house of 
YHWH, and leads to the future Babylonian disaster. In the view of Hull,80 
“Hezekiah’s emphasis on his house and his treasures (20:13-15) overshadows his 
request for full restoration that he might go up to the house of YHWH (20:8).” In 
the Isaiah form of the text the ‘two houses’ are brought into closer connection, with 
38.22 immediately preceding and prefacing the present chapter, and, similarly, the 
houses of YHWH and David are juxtaposed in the earlier chs.6 and 7. It is one of 
the ways the book of Isaiah explores kingship, human and divine, in tandem. Hull 
has not necessarily correctly analysed Hezekiah’s ‘crime’ of showing his treasure, 
yet it is true to say that the kingship of Hezekiah over against that of YHWH is 
what is being explored in this chapter.
3.14; 5.8,8,9; 6.11; 13.16,21; 14.17,18 (“his own tomb”); 22.10,10; 23.2; 24.20; 32.13; 
42.7,22 (both “prison[s]”); 44.13; 58.7; 65.21.
78 E.g. houses destroyed (23.1; 24.10); prisoners not allowed to return home (14.17); of 
prison(s) (42.7,22), houses made desolate and uninhabited (5.9; 6.11); the loss of “joyous 
houses” (32.13); houses now inhabited by wild creatures (13.16); the ironic breakdown of 
houses to use the stones for fortifications (22.10,10).
79 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 553.
80 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 555 (italics Hull’s); cf. p.516.
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The word ^ 2 Y  only occurs once in the present chapter (39.7), but it needs 
to be connected to the theme of fVY. The scene in ch.6 is “the temple’' (‘»Y in, 
6.1), with a reference to “the house” (nY H ) at 6.4 closing the first sub-section of 
ch.6 (an inclusio [N^ft] demarcating vv.1-4). The use of tY Y  in 39.7 refers to 
“the palace of the king of Babylon”. Only twice, so Brettler,81 is the Israelite 
palace called *!YY (lKgs 21.1; Ps 45.16), but that is enough to suggest that the 
temple was perceived as a royal palace. The usual name for the temple is 
mm mn, which is frequent in the Bible. More common is the usage of *Y Y  for 
palaces of foreign kings, so that its use in 39.7 is appropriate e n o u g h . T h e  
contrast, then, in the mind of the reader in v.7 will be (pagan) palace versus the
81 God is King, 91.jp
According to Brettler (God is King, 123), the superiority of YHWH's kingship is shown 
in the “disinfecting’' nature of the metaphor. Kingship adheres to God to the extent that he 
“steals” the term t a ’n from the human sphere, and thereby stresses that he is more kingly 
that the Israelite monarch. See also Hoffner, TDOT, p. 111.
83 With regard to its use in Isaiah: temple (6.1; 44.28; 66.6); palaces (13.22) and palace 
(39.7). In the two uses of vYY as “palace(s)” both refer to Babylonian palaces. With only 
five occurrences in the book of Isaiah, the use is fairly evenly balanced, but this is not so 
for the OT as a whole. With the meaning palace: 1 Kgs 21.1; 2 Kgs 20.18; Isa 13.22; 39.7; 
Hos 8.14 (or temples, with the sense of “palaces” favoured by Hans W. Wolff, Hosea: A 
Commentary on the Book o f the Prophet Hosea [Hermeneia; tr. Gary Stansell; ed. Paul D. 
Hanson; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974] 146); Joel 4.5 (or temples); either, according 
to Wolff, {Joel and Amos: A Commentary on the Books o f the Prophets Joel and Amos 
[Hermeneia; tr. Waldemar Jansen, S. Dean McBride Jr., and Charles A. Muenchow; ed. S. 
Dean McBride Jr.; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977] 78,79); Amos 8.3 (or temple; again 
Wolff argues in favour of the sense “palaces” [Joel and Amos, 319,320], but part of his 
argument rests on the emendation of flTTE? [“songs”] to ITnttf [“songstresses”]); Pss 
45.9,16; 144.12 (or temple [either, according to A.A. Anderson, The Book o f Psalms. 
Volume II (NCB; Grand Rapids/London: Eerdmans/ Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1972) 
935]); Prov 30.28; Dan 1.4; 2 Chr 36.7. To Brettler’s two identified references to an 
Israelite palace we should probably add Ps 45.9 [Eng. 8], and maybe add a few others, 
however, his basic point is well taken, that *YY became so closely applied to the temple 
as God’s palace that its secular use was largely lost. For *212 Y  in the sense of temple (or 
part thereof): 1 Sam 1.9; 3.3; 2 Sam 22.7; etc. (some 66 occurrences).
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temple of YHWH. Instead of Hezekiah’s sons being in the temple (as anticipated in 
38.20,22) they will be in the palace of the king of Babylon (39.7).
There is also a “storehouse/store” theme, which is another verbal linkage 
between vv.2,4 and 6 (these three verses forming ‘the backbone’ of the narrative 
and securing the thematic unity of the chapter):
v.2a VmXNS “in his storehouses” 
v.4b TH SliO  “in my storehouses” 
v.6a “(they) have stored”K4
The presence of so many personal suffixes on the buildings and contents of 
the storehouses (v.2, nrQ3 [Qere irOJ], V^D, V m S tO , UV33, and irfrtf»») is 
significant, with the emphasis being on these as Hezekiah’s house and possessions. 
This does not need to be taken as representing hubris on the part of Hezekiah,83 but
o  z.
as indicating that they are royal possessions (vv.4,6). The series of third person 
pronominal suffixes in v.2 shows that the narrator is adopting the viewpoint of the 
jubilant Hezekiah, which is confirmed by the two first person pronominal suffixes 
in Hezekiah’s own summary account of his action given in v.4b (“my house...my 
storehouses”), and yet that comment is given in response to Isaiah’s question 
(“What have they seen in your house?”). The narrator and the prophet Isaiah make 
the connection between the king and the possessions on display before Hezekiah 
himself does. This, then, is not enough to convict Hezekiah of egoism, of wrongly 
focusing on his own house (rather than YHWH’s).
The usage of HD*! (“word/thing”) in eh.39 is also to be noted:
84 In Kings these references are an inclusio back to 2 Kgs 18.15b rP3 nnSKSl).
85 As Hobbs would have us believe (2 Kings, 294).
86 O’Connell calls them “the Davidide treasury and armory” (Concentricity and 
Continuity, 124).
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v.2b nan  “a thing”
v.4b nan “a thing”
v.5b nan  “hear the word of YHWH”
v.6b nan “a thing”
v.8a nan  “the word of YHWH which you speak (rPQ*,T)”
Again w.2,4 and 6 are linked by the use of the root in the sense of “thing” 
shown, seen or carried away. The double use of the root in v.8a, in Hezekiah’s 
acceptance of Isaiah's morbid prediction, is perhaps an example of ironic reuse.
There was not “a thing” p a n )  that Hezekiah did not show the envoys, and the 
“word” of YHWH through the prophet declares that all those ‘things’ will be 
carried off to Babylon. The king’s gentle use of irony (at his own expense) is how
o n
he chooses to express his acceptance of Isaiah’s prediction.
In summary, then, the chapter’s use of key words is to be noted. Certain 
words are given prominence through repetition. Vv.l and 2 form the ‘exposition’ 
for the ensuing narrative, and introduce the main vocabulary and the major issues of 
the chapter. Again two kings, one foreign and the other Judean, are brought in 
contact by means of envoys and letters. There is a basically positive presentation of 
the meeting between the Babylonian envoys and Hezekiah, but this is perhaps 
undercut by the wider context provided by chs.36-38. Subsequent developments 
within the chapter must clarify the situation. We note the focus on Hezekiah: the 
letters and gift are for him, his action of showing is crucial to what follows, the 
possessions on display are identified as his, and by means of the comparing and 
contrasting the houses of Hezekiah and YHWH, the kingship of Hezekiah is set 
over against the kingship of YHWH.
87 Payne, “The Unity of Isaiah,” 54 draws attention to the parallel concept of God's 
efficacious word in 37.22, indeed the wording is close: V*?!? HUT HT
(“This is the word that YHWH has spoken concerning him”).
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6.1.8 Narrative Symmetry
Hobbs sees a similar structure for chs.38 and 39: setting -  word of prophet -  
delay, but this is more a case of similar features than of similar structure (there is no 
sign, for instance, in ch.39, which was an important structural element in ch.38). In 
reference to delay, Hobbs writes: “The balance reveals that as the king’s life will be 
extended, so will the lifetime of the nation of Judah.”88 Yet the focus of ch.39 is 
not on the life of the nation but on the fate of the royal house (its treasures and its
89sons). A structural outline of the chapter is set out below:
A. Envoys sent -  letters and gift (vv.l-2aa)90
B. Envoys shown everything, esp. his house and his kingdom (v.2a(3,b)
C. Isaiah’s questions (v.3a)
D. Hezekiah’s answer (v.3b)
CENTRE OF CHAPTER “from Babylon”91 
C 1 Isaiah’s question (v.4a)
D 1 Hezekiah’s answer (v.4b)
B Isaiah’s pronouncement about treasure (vv.5-6)
A 1 Isaiah’s pronouncement about some of Hezekiah’s sons (v.7)
Postscript’. Hezekiah’s response (v.8)9j
88 2 Kings, 288.
89 O’Connell (Concentricity and Continuity, 123,124) has a much more complicated (and 
less convincing) palistrophe.
90 Down as far as IITpîn nOBTI.
91 We have already noted the Babylon focus: the four times Babylon is referred to within 
ch.39 (w.1,3,6,7), and the inclusio formed by “the king of Babylon” (vv.la,7b), and the 
strategic placement of Babylon at the centre of the chapter is further confirmation of its 
importance within the chapter.
92 The division between vv.6 and 7 is marked by a medial speech frame (iTUT “lOK, “says 
YHWH”), which, excluding m iT “ DK3, as noted by Cynthia L. Miller, is the only one to 
be found in prose in Genesis to Kings, her corpus for study (The Representation of Speech 
The Representation o f Speech in Biblical Narrative. A Linguistic Analysis [HSM 55; 
Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1996] 214). Contra Wildberger (Jesaja 3, 1471), it does 
not need to indicate that v.7 is “ein Zusatz”.
9j V.8 is outside the “king of Babylon” inclusio (vv.la,7b), so in terms of the literary 
structuring of the narrative no response to Isaiah’s double pronouncement is required/ 
expected of Hezekiah. The chapter’s symmetry makes any response ‘unnecessary’, and 
thus voluntary, and consequently particularly personally revealing.
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Vv.5-6 match v.2a(3,b: Isaiah’s prediction affects all that was listed and on 
display in the earlier verse. What was shown to the Babylonian envoys will be 
taken off to Babylon. As well, v.7 matches vv.l-2aa, with its mention of royal sons 
and a failed succession matching “Merodach-baladan the son of Baladan”. It has 
already been noted in our study that codas or postscripts have been important 
carriers for the ideology of the narrative (cf. 37.35; 38.20), so that the exclusion of 
39.8 from the structural symmetry of the chapter serves to highlight it as possibly 
important in this regard.
6.2 The Interrogation (39.3-4)
Vv.I and 2 are ‘orientation’ (as Berlin terms it) in which the time, occasion, 
and persons of the narrative are identified, with complicating action beginning in 
v.3a.94 The main action begins with the words: “And Isaiah the prophet came” 
(introducing a new dramatis persona).96 The verse marks a scene change, the only 
one in the chapter, with Isaiah’s entrance (XDVI), and with Isaiah speaking about the 
envoys (“these men”), rather than being the continuation of the scene in which 
Hezekiah shows the envoys his treasures (v.2). Isaiah initiates the dialogue, not 
only by coming to Hezekiah, but by beginning the conversation.96
6.2.1 The Designation of Characters
At his introduction into the narrative unit, Isaiah is called “Isaiah the 
prophet” (v.3a). The designation is not always used, and in fact it is the only such
94 Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 506: “Vv.3-8 focus on a dialogue between Isaiah and Hezekiah, 
and vv.1-2 provide the circumstances in which the dialogue takes place.”
95 Ackroyd speaks of “the sudden, and we may feel, inevitable, appearance of the prophet 
Isaiah" (“An Interpretation,” 333). It is ‘inevitable’ after his appearances in the preceding 
chapters, and especially after his ‘coming’ in 38.1b (N'DV)), for here he ‘comes’ again 
(KID, 39.3a).
96 Cf. Hull, Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 501.
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use in the chapter. The giving of his prophetic title helps make his arrival
98ominous and even threatening. The prophetic authority of Isaiah is underlined. 
Only in v.3 do both Isaiah (“Isaiah the prophet”) and Hezekiah (“King Hezekiah”) 
get their respective titles: hinting perhaps at an inevitable clash of authorities, or at 
least another ‘classic’ confrontation of prophet and king." We are witnessing the 
confrontation of prophet and king -  both being viewed in their official capacity. 
V.3 describes the meeting between the two in terms of the (official) prophet/king 
relation. Isaiah is coming on official business, with something to say to Hezekiah 
in his capacity as king. Thus the kingship of Hezekiah is a continuing feature and 
concern of this narrative unit. Before this, we read three times “Hezekiah” (w .lb , 
2a,b), and after it, four times “Hezekiah” (w . 3b,4b,5a,8a) and two times “Isaiah” 
(w.5a,8a). These nominal designations of the characters serve to highlight this as a
97
97 • i •Within chs.36-39 Hull finds an artistic and significant variation in the appellations given 
to Isaiah {Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 512,513):
37.2 pi»K “ P  1 H W  (the 2 Kgs 19.2 order differs a little)
37.21 p » * r p  i n w
38.i i ra a n  p » K " p  i n w
39.3 i n w
Both the title and patronym are used three times each with an alternating pattern. Hull 
includes no discussion of the prophet’s name when appearing without title or patronym 
(37.5,6; 38.4,21; 39.5, 8), occurring in this form twice in each narrative unit. The title 
(fc’TDJn) is invariably used on the first introduction of Isaiah into a narrative unit (37.2; 
38.1; 39.3), a point not explicitly noted by Hull. In the present case (39.3), the name is 
without patronym (P 0 N “ p ) ,  and it is the only time it is without patronym in the longer 
descriptions of Isaiah. Furthermore, this is the only time it is without patronym on his first 
introduction in a narrative unit, perhaps to better match the naming liTpin so
setting the one titled character over against the other. Hull does not really explain the
absence of the patronym at 39.3.
98 Young, Isaiah II, 535: “It is no accident therefore that the description, the prophet, is 
appended to the word Isaiah. Isaiah approached Hezekiah as an accredited prophet of the 
Lord” (italics Young’s).
99 Cf. Samuel and Saul (1 Samuel 13,15); Nathan and David (2 Samuel 12); Elijah and 
Ahab (1 Kings 21).
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crucial turning point,100 and so to mark a paragraph beginning.101 We note the 
amazing number of uses of the name “Hezekiah”, eight times in the space of eight 
verses, thus an average of one use per verse. “ In the case before us (v.3a), “Then 
he [Isaiah] came to him ’ would have been adequate so far as identification was 
concerned. Again in v.5a, either “Then Isaiah said to him” or “Then he said to 
Hezekiah” would have adequately served the purpose of identifying who was 
speaking to whom. In fact, “Then he said to him” would have quite adequately 
identified speaker and addressee given the content of v.5, which is clearly a 
prophetic speech. Likewise, in v.8, “and he said to him” would have left no doubt 
as to who spoke to whom given that the speech introduced is clearly a response to 
Isaiah’s prophetic oracles (“The word of YHWH which you have spoken is good”). 
Thus these examples of overspecification help to break up the narrative into 
paragraphs: vv. 1-2,3-4,5-7,8 (noting that at vv.3a,5a and 8a both Isaiah and 
Hezekiah are referred to by means of proper name).
More can be said, however, for the narrator does not fail to use “Hezekiah” 
(w.2a,b,3b,4b), where his proper name is not strictly necessary for identification, or
100 See E.J. Revell, “The Repetition of Introductions to Speech as a Feature of Biblical 
Hebrew,” FTXLVII (1997) 95,96.
101 The common function of overspecification of this sort in Biblical Hebrew can be 
described as “text-structuring” (Revell, “The Repetition of Introductions,” 95). A nominal 
is used instead of a possible pronoun where a new idea, or a new phase in the action, is 
introduced, thus marking the beginning of a new “topic unit” or “paragraph” (Revell, 
Designation, 6Iff). Robert E. Longacre refers to such units as “paragraphs”, as do many 
others, see Joseph: A Story o f Divine Providence: A Text Theoretical and Text Linguistic 
Analysis o f Genesis 37 and 39-48 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1989) 60-62; “A 
structural unit, the paragraph (not necessarily coextensive with orthographic indentation- 
bounded paragraphs), is posited as intermediary between sentence and discourse” (p.60). 
Similar views, also making use of the term “paragraph” are presented by L.J. de Regt, 
“Participant Reference in some Biblical Hebrew Texts,” Jaarbericht van het 
Vooraziatisch-Egyptisch Genootschap “Ex Oriente Lux” 32 (1991-92) 156-158, who 
comments on overspecifications of previously mentioned participants for the purpose of 
dividing paragraphs. An explicit reference with a proper name can mark the end of a 
paragraph, and “Hezekiah” in 39.2b is an example of such overspecification.
102 The Kings parallel (2 Kgs 20.12-19) has nine occurrences of the name, since Kings 
uses “Hezekiah” twice in the first verse of the narrative (20.12b; cf. Isa 39.2b).
291
he could have used the name of “Isaiah” more often (to balance usage).10' Within 
the dialogue the shift between speakers could have been left unspecified (using 
alone), for it is clear who is speaking: Isaiah asks the questions (which are 
clearly marked by HQ, and HD again), and Hezekiah is required to answer.104 
The narrator wants to keep the figure of Hezekiah before the eyes of the reader. 
The repeated use of the overly specific nominal designation draws attention to the 
part played by Hezekiah and keeps the reader’s attention on Hezekiah, and so 
impresses his identity on the reader in connection with the context in which it is 
used.102' Thus, as in the previous two narrative units, it is the figure of Hezekiah 
that is highlighted. Isaiah may have the longest speech -  by far (w .5-7), but in 
spite of the centrality of the prophetic announcement of disaster against the house 
of Hezekiah, as noted also by Hull,106 the prophet is ultimately not the central 
character. Hezekiah’s deeds (v.2) and words (v.8) frame the prophetic questioning 
and announcement (vv.3-7). This indicates that it is the evaluation of Hezekiah as 
king that is at stake. Hezekiah’s act is the subject of the question and answer 
dialogue (vv.3f), supplies the rationale for the announcement of disaster (w.5-7), 
and Hezekiah again (cf. 38.22) is given the privilege of having the last word (v.8).
In summary, then, although the figure of the prophet has a larger place in 
ch.39 compared to the two preceding narrative units, the present narrative unit is 
ultimately focussed on the figure of Hezekiah and on the evaluation of Hezekiah in 
his kingly role. In so far as a character is a type, the type is less than a character, for
103 r“In some cases nominal designations are repeated too frequently for the idea that they 
introduce ‘paragraphs’ to be reasonable. The purpose is evidently to draw attention to the 
character so identified in the context in question” (Revell, “Repetition,” 95; cf. de Regt, 
Participant Reference,” 167ff).
See de Regt, “Participant Reference,” 160 for examples of anaphoric reference to 
participants in dialogue.
05 See Revell, Designation, ch.4.
104
106 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 542.
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1 07it always tends toward the dehumanisation of character. Hezekiah is a ‘round’ 
character (defined in contrast to the ‘flat’ character, of whom Isaiah is an example), 
whose very complexity, is an invitation to the reader to pay attention to him. 
Isaiah is a type; he is “Isaiah the prophet”. Isaiah’s questions reveal nothing about 
him but only of wider thematic concerns of the narrative. We see something of 
Hezekiah’s ‘inner life’, but we see nothing of Isaiah’s.
6.2.2 Isaiah’s Questions
The prophet comes unbidden, which is a foreboding sign (v.3a), especially 
after the experience of 38.1b, where he likewise arrives uninvited and unsought,109 
and, as well, “Isaiah’s questions have an ominous simplicity about them.” 110 The 
series (even battery) of questions by the prophet turns the interview into a kind of 
interrogation,* 111 so that even without a consideration of the content of the questions 
the reader is prompted to rethink any positive evaluation of the events of vv.l and 
2. For the prophet to take so much interest in the visit, there must have been more 
than meets the eye. An interrogation amounts to an implied accusation.
Why does Isaiah ask the questions he does? He is not seeking information. 
It is hardly fact-finding. He is “Isaiah the prophet” (v.3a), and presumably (through
107 Cf. Scholes and Kellogg, The Nature o f Narrative (London/New York: Oxford, 1966) 
204: “In every case, whenever we consider a character as a type, we are moving away 
from considering him as an individual and moving toward considering him as part of some
larger framework.”
108 .We are thinking of ‘complexity’ in terms of more than one quality, of development in 
the course of the action and of penetration into ‘inner life’ (cf. Rimmon-Kenan’s summary 
of Joseph Ewen’s classification [.Narrative Fiction, 41]).
107 Other biblical examples include 2 Sam 12.Iff; 1 Kgs 21.17ff.
110 Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 695.
111 The two questions of v.3a are joined by “and” fpKQI). Another such double-barreled
question is the interrogation of Adam in Gen 3.11 (not joined by “and”). A further 
example is Josh 9.8, with the two questions joined by “and” (again ’pNft'l), and the 
similarity of the situation to what is narrated in the present chapter is to be noted. Jonah 
1.8 has a battery of some five questions, with the third question asked of Jonah being 
similar to the second here, fcODn Multiple questions in each case express suspicion
and amount to an interrogation o f ‘the suspect’.
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divine communication) is privy to what has transpired between Hezekiah and the 
envoys. What is more the questions are pertinent, too close to the truth even as they 
seek the truth, with Hezekiah’s answers rehearsing key information already given 
by the narrator in vv.l and 2. We will need to consider the purpose of this 
‘redundancy’. Apart from the first question (“What did these men say?”), which is a 
little different because it is not answered, Isaiah’s questions are too well chosen, too 
well-directed, to be explained as ignorance on the part of the prophet. They are 
‘leading questions’. O ’Connell calls them “insinuating questions” and sees them as 
“setting up...YH W H’s rebuke”. The prophet is not really seeking information 
previously unknown to him. The questions are too spot-on for that!113 Westermann 
cites these as examples of “the accusing question” but which do not explicitly name 
the transgression (also 1 Sam 13.11; 15.14).'14
Isaiah’s first question, with its critical tone, is enough to alert Hezekiah and 
the reader that something is not right, the pejorative “these men” (v.3ba) making 
clear Isaiah’s disapproval.115 Isaiah’s response reflects suspicion that a great deal
112 . . .Concentricity and Continuity, 124,125 (suspension points mine).
113 So we cannot accept Seitz’s description of Isaiah as “a man who makes a discovery” 
(Isaiah 1-39, 264), and again, a little further down the same page, “the prophet Isaiah is 
depicted as making a discovery”. Yet again, when Seitz writes of Isaiah, “before he makes 
his prediction, he must ask the king a question, since he was not present during the envoy’s 
visit (so the narrative would have it)”, he seems to forget that it is a prophet that he is 
talking about (.Isaiah 1-39, 265). Young (.Isaiah II, 535) is closer to the mark: “His 
questions are not for the purpose of obtaining information, but rather to bring the king to a 
realization of the enormity of what he had done.” In biblical narratives the prophets ‘know 
things’, as is clear from a passage like 2 Kgs 6.8-14.
114 Basic Forms, 144. Westermann goes on: “A precise accusation is not formulated in 
any of these passages. In the questions, however (one could compare them with the 
questions in a hearing), the facts of the matter are established which give the grounds for 
the accusation. They do not need to be stated explicitly, for in the course of the narrative it 
becomes clear that an accusation is implicit in the facts that were exposed in the 
questions.” Seitz, however, is right, in that they sound closer to ‘fact-finding questions’ 
(Hezekiah answers them!) than to the rhetorical accusing questions cited by Westermann 
(Isa 7.13; 1 Sam 2.29; 2 Sam 12.9a; Isa 22.16; 37.23,24; Jer 22.15).
115 BDB lists no pejorative use of (BDB p.41), nor does GKC or KBL, but CTtMNn
by itself would have been sufficient, without the addition of if it was doing no
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more was taking place than just a formal visit to a sick king.116 Isaiah’s questions 
clearly imply disapproval of the visit, and Hezekiah’s replies do nothing to temper 
the prophet’s disapproval. The narrative must be read within the wider book of 
Isaiah (as noted above), what is said about Babylon, but there is no evidence in the 
questions that the prophet’s suspicion is linked to his distrust of foreign alliances or 
that Hezekiah was prone to this weakness.
The vocabulary of the second part of the double question (“and whence did 
they come [in] to you” IND’’]) picks up the earlier use of this expression in
chs.36-37. Sennacherib wants to “come in” (’’iO )  and take the inhabitants of the 
city (36.17). Later YHWH (through Isaiah) predicts that he will not “come into” 
N ' D ’  X b )  the city (37.33; cf. 37.34; K ’Q ' '  H b  ¡ I N T H  T y r r ' P K I ) ,  yet now the 
Babylonian envoys have gained entrance. In this way, Isaiah casts a shadow over 
the visit o f the envoys, who do what was denied Sennacherib.
The narrative is built in such a way as to create an ironic situation, the 
dramatic irony deriving from the fact that Hezekiah unknowingly does things that 
are not in his best interests. There is a contrast between the situation perceived 
by Hezekiah and the actual state of affairs (as made clear through the prophet -  in 
his questions and his oracle). The reader only becomes aware of the dramatic irony 
when Hezekiah himself does (unless he picks up the hints in v .l). Irony is usually
more than identifying the envoys. It is perfectly clear which men are being referred to 
without “This one” ( P I T )  is often used contemptuously in the OT (BDB p.260 la).
GKC § 136b cites 1 Sam 10.27; 21.16 [Eng. 21.15]; 1 Kgs 22.27 and Isa 6.10 as examples 
of ¡ I T  “with a secondary sense of contempt”. Cheyne is one of the few commentators who 
takes note of the demonstrative adjective, but draws a different inference from its presence 
here: “That the ambassadors are still in Jerusalem appears from ‘these men’” {Isaiah I, 238 
[italics Cheyne’s]). Yet what relevance does that inference have within the presentation of 
the incident? (see too Revell, Designation, 188,189). Hull summarily informs us that the 
phrase is relatively infrequent in the MT (16 times), and confirms my independent 
evaluation by also asserting that it has a pejorative connotation {Hezekiah -  Saint and 
sinner, 513f). He briefly surveys its usage but can cite no secondary literature.
116 Cf. Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 64.
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used against a ‘guilty party', Hezekiah, however, is more misguided and foolish 
than guilty.
6.2.3 The Unanswered Question
What about Isaiah’s first question (v.3a, “What did these men say?”)? Why 
is that question asked, and why is it not answered?118 This opens a “gap” that the 
reader now tries to fill.119 The reader has wondered from the beginning what was 
the content o f the letters, especially given that the contents of previous letters have 
been disclosed (37.10-13). This gap now “derives its validity from its articulation
1 ' l A
by interpreters other than the reader”. Isaiah’s articulation of the question leads 
us to reread v .l, in search of information that we may not at first have thought it 
contained. It perhaps confirms that v .lb  is to be understood as a summary of what 
the envoys/letters said. The reader may not have realised that he has overheard what 
was said by the envoys within the exposition (v.lb).
The issue of what the foreign messengers say, an obvious question after the 
threatening speeches and deceptive words of Rabshakeh, is the subject of Isaiah’s 
first probing question (v.3b). Hezekiah does not answer the question, as Oswalt
117 Cf. Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 125.
118 Is this a little disturbing element in an overall positive portrait of Hezekiah, as is 
(perhaps) the hidden (?) admission in the psalm of Hezekiah (“for you have cast all my 
sins behind your back”, 38.17b)? Did he shrink from answering that first question? 
Alexander (The Prophecies o f Isaiah, 552) suggests: “this mode of replying to the last 
interrogation, when there is more than one, is natural and common in cases where there 
can be no motive for concealment.” And as Alexander goes on to say (p.553), the 
frankness of Hezekiah’s answer recorded in v.4 shows that there was no attempt at
concealment from the first.
119 The terminology is Sternberg’s {Poetics, 186ff).
120 Sternberg, Poetics, 240. The clear preference of the biblical narrator, avoiding explicit 
commentary, is to choose “to delegate the voicing of the hitherto implicit gap to the agents 
and observers within the drama itself’ {Poetics, 241). This often happens within a 
question-and-answer enactment; here the question of Isaiah echoes our own and confirms 
its validity, but the lack of an answer perpetuates the mystery. The silence is especially 
noticeable here because the reader is told ad nauseam what Rabshakeh said.
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also notes, but few other commentators do.121 Neither Isaiah nor the reader is told 
by Hezekiah what passed between him and the foreign envoys. This cannot be 
because it is not important, for otherwise, why would Isaiah ask? How does this 
silence function within the narrative? We do not find even such an expression as 
“so Hezekiah told him”.
Gerbrandt is of the opinion that Hezekiah’s response “avoids Isaiah’s first 
question and appears to be an attempt to put off Isaiah without really dealing with 
the issue.” His non-answer to the initial question is only further highlighted by 
his evident readiness to answer the other questions.
With regard to the unanswered question of v.3, Seitz writes: “He [Isaiah] 
asks two questions, and the latter is answered first (39:3). Because no answer is 
given to the former, we can safely assume the prophet had received the answer he 
really wanted. Nothing more needed to be said.” Ackroyd calls the double- 
barrelled question of v.3 “a rhetorical question”.124 It has the effect of closely 
connecting the two questions that make it up, and to answer the one is, in effect, to 
answer the other, or, at the very least, the two questions interpret each other. The 
first question, with its pejorative “these men” (as noted above), expresses 
disapproval of the men, and the second (follow-up) question about their origins 
(“and whence did they come to you?”) explains the prophet’s disapproval: the men 
are from Babylon! On the other hand, the second question (starting this time with 
the second of the two related questions) clearly implies that whatever the men say is 
not to believed, so that it does not matter what they say (and Hezekiah has been 
foolish enough to give credence to what they said).
121 .Isaiah 1-39, 695. Sweeney in his outline of the structure of the chapter, and again in 
his discussion of its structure, fails to record the existence of this question {Isaiah 1-39,
506,507).
122 Deuteronomistic History, 86; cf. August, Dillmann, Der Prophet Jesaja (KeH 5; ed. 
Rudolf Kittel; Leipzig: Verlag von S. Hirzel, 1898) 342.
1 1'X Isaiah 1-39, 265 (addition mine).
124 “An Interpretation,” 333.
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6.2.4 Hezekiah’s Answers
Hezekiah says: “they [the envoys] came to me” (v.3b), but before we accuse 
Hezekiah of egoism (as often done) it is well to note that the phrasing corresponds 
to the preceding question posed by Isaiah using (“to you”). This could be
part of an intended exposure of the egocentricism of Hezekiah, however a better 
view is that Hezekiah’s wording merely follows that of Isaiah, and that the whole 
narrative, not just Hezekiah’s speeches, centres around the figure of the king.
There is the addition of “from a far country” (v.3b) over what we have 
already been told of the Babylonian origin of the envoys in v. 1. Hezekiah wants 
to get his ‘excuse’ in (“from a far country”) before he says “from Babylon”, which 
is left the very last word in the reply (^DDE).127 In the Kings context, “a far 
country” is an ominous echo of the land of exile (1 Kgs 8.46), and in the Isaiah 
context, of the aggressor nation spoken of in 13.5 (“They come from a distant land 
[p m o  pN O ], from the end of the heavens, YHWH and the weapons of his
125 E.g., O’Connell, Concentricity and Continuity, 125: “Hezekiah’s self-deluded
egocentricism at Babylon’s pretended interest in his personal welfare’’.
126 Christopher T. Begg, “The Deuteronomistic Retouching of the Portrait of Hezekiah in 2 
Kgs 20,12-19,” BN 38/39 (1987) 7: “the simple ‘from Babel’ would have sufficed. With 
what intention does the narrator place on Hezekiah’s lips the otiose rhetorical flourish 
‘they have come from a far country’ here?” Begg then surveys the various suggestions 
made by scholars. Contrary to Begg (p. 10), the “superfluity” of the phrase (Begg in his 
study limits his consideration to the Kings version) is no argument in favour of the 
conclusion that the expression “represents a Deuteronomistic insertion within the pre­
existing narrative of 2 Kgs 20,12-19.”
127 “His only hope is to make it appear that he was simply being hospitable to travelers 
from a famous and distant land” (so Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 695). Oswalt further comments 
(p.695 n.12): “May not the emphasis on distance [Hpim pND] betray some reflection of 
Joshua 9 where it is permissible to make alliances with distant countries?” The 
terminology of Josh 9.6,9 is basically identical to that in the present passage, as Begg also 
notes (“Deuteronomistic Retouching,” 9,10). Ch.39, however, makes no mention of any 
alliance. Ehrlich (Randglossen, 141) comments: “Mit Hpim p N f t  prahlt Hiskia nicht; er 
will nur dadurch seiner Fehler in einem milden Lichte erscheinen lassen”, and supports his 
view by reference to the Deuteronomic distinction between near and distant peoples (Deut 
20.15,16).
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indignation, to destroy the whole earth”).128 Oswalt may be right in suggesting that 
Hezekiah is making excuses for his action of receiving the envoys, but what in fact 
he does do is to identify the Babylonians as an aggressor nation. Hezekiah, then, 
uses the expression for one reason, to excuse behaviour that Isaiah has begun to 
criticise, but for the narrator and reader it has another significance: the ominous 
portent of exile.
It has been suggested that Hezekiah’s answer in v.4b has something of a 
defiant ring to it, and in support of this interpretation Oswalt calls on us to notice 
the emphatic positioning of *22 (“everything”) and of ¡Til (“there was 
not a thing”) within the clauses of v.4b. The expressions are emphasised, but not 
for the reason adduced by Oswalt. Hezekiah’s answer virtually duplicates the 
narrator’s words in v.2b, even to the emphatic mode of expression (the repeated ^3 ,
especially - im ~ ^  ¡1*0, and rTVTN1?), and only stresses the main point of 
the narrator’s description of his activities in v.2 above, and what will be picked up 
again in the prophet’s oracle in v.6 below.1’1 As noted by Hull,1’2 the narrator 
parallels the positive narration of what Hezekiah did (v.2a) with a double negative: 
“there was nothing in his house or in all his realm that Hezekiah did not show 
them” (v.2b), and Hezekiah’s recapitulation of what he did in v.4b has the same 
positive/negative repetitive structure. That, however, cannot be Hezekiah’s
128 Seitz also draws attention to this reference (.Isaiah 1-39, 265). Miscall {Isaiah, 93) adds 
an allusion to the onrushing army of 5.26 (“He will raise a signal to a nation afar off 
tp im o  ■nj'?] ”). The threat “from afar (plTlED)” (10.3) appears to recall the earlier poem 
about YHWH’s summons to “a nation afar off’.
See the lengthy discussion of Ackroyd (“An Interpretation,” 338,339), his conclusion 
being: “The use of the words ‘far country’ here would be likely to carry with them the 
overtone of ‘land of exile’” (p.339). Payne (“The Unity of Isaiah,” 54) would also make a 
connection to Isa 43.6 (“bring my sons from afar [p im ft]”), that is, from the foreign lands 
where they have been exiled.
130 So Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 696 fn.13.
131 Cf. Ackroyd, “An Interpretation,” 334.
L’2 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 498.
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motivation (as Hezekiah has not read vv.l and 2). O ’Connell describes v.4b as
1 T O
“Hezekiah’s own brash report”, but there is little difference between what the 
narrator describes in v.2 and what Hezekiah says in v.4b except their different 
viewpoints. Hull views v.4b as an implied confession, and as such part of the 
implied author’s portrayal o f Hezekiah,1’4 but its similarity to v.2 does not 
encourage us to find in Hezekiah’s wording an admission of guilt.
Changes in repeated information are usually significant in biblical narrative,
1 T f
and not just a matter of stylistic variation. Vv.2,4b and 6 are an example of such 
repetition, and what is left out or added in w .4b and 6 will need to be noted and 
evaluated. In v.4b the narrator might have expressed Hezekiah’s reply: “Thus 
and so Hezekiah spoke”. He does not do so because v.4b highlights key words that 
will be taken up and used by Isaiah in v.6. As well, vv.3b and 4b are in effect 
flashbacks in the mouth of Hezekiah, repeating matters which have been narrated 
before and are known to the reader. Why this analeptic repetition? Because this 
time the reader (and Hezekiah too) may adopt a different view of events. As usual 
when analepsis comes through a character’s memory or recollection, the event in a 
sense occurs twice (before the reader), once as an occurrence in the past and once 
as part of the act of recollection.137
The leading member is of decisive importance, since it comes from the 
biblical narrator himself. The narrator’s version is beyond doubt (v.2), and it
133 Concentricity and Continuity, 126, as opposed to the narrator’s seemingly impartial 
report in 39.2a(3,b.
1J Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 562.
135 Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation, 76: “one of the best ways of representing multiple 
points of view is to show different characters speaking differently about the same things”. 
j6 Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 252: “When repetitions...occur in a narrative the points in 
common as well as the differences between the various versions should be examined in an 
attempt to grasp their significance.”
137 See Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction, 51.
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enables us to judge the basic truthfulness of Hezekiah’s reply in v.4b, since its 
wording is basically in accord with the narrator’s earlier description. We note, 
however, Hezekiah’s failure to list individual items (cf. v.2). Perhaps the lack of a 
full repetition in v.4 (a thing biblical narrative is not averse to) hints that Hezekiah 
is now less than enthusiastic about what he did as he begins to draw his own 
implications from his actions. Hezekiah does not give a full listing of what the 
Babylonians saw, however the words “even all that is found in his storehouses 
(TTH SiO )” (v.2a(3) sum up the list of v.2a and is represented by ’’m S l i O  (“in my 
storehouses”) in v.4b, which can properly be used as a summary of what happened 
on the occasion asked about. As also noted by Hull, Hezekiah also picks up ITS 
(“house”), the first word on the list of v.2a, as well as featured in the summary in 
v.2b (“in his house”), as well as the emphasis on “everything”. In effect, Hezekiah 
repeats the language of the narrator (v.2a(3,b), modified for the first person speech 
(“there is nothing in my storehouses that I did not show them”). The only 
significant difference is in v.2b, right at the end of the verse, and its
omission in v.4 may signify that Hezekiah does not realise (or want to face the 
possibility) that “his kingdom” is under threat.
The expression two times in v.2 is: “he [Hezekiah] showed them” (Hiphil), 
but Isaiah’s question does not take the form: “What did you show them?”. The 
reason would seem to be that the question (“What have they seen in your house?”) 
takes the form of the previous two questions where the envoys are the subject of the 
verbs. The envoys are the active ones (“they say/come/see”), and Hezekiah is 
presented as ‘passive’: their (unwitting) tool, their plaything. It is their actions that 
are examined, even more so than Hezekiah’s, so that the interrogation does not need 
to imply that there is guilt on Hezekiah’s part. Hull also notes that Isaiah’s three
138 See Sternberg, Poetics, 413, who would call this an enactment-report sequence, with 
“the doubling” conferring reliability on the report of a character when he might otherwise 
be misbelieved.
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questions all focus on the actions of the Babylonians, but makes the further 
observation that Hezekiah’s final response switches to his own action (“I showed
them [ O T P i n n ]” ) .140 Not the Babylonian act of seeing but Hezekiah’s act of 
showing becomes the issue. As admitted by Hull,141 the most we can find here is an 
implied confession by Hezekiah. This would, however, fit into a developing pattern 
within chs.36-39, with the criticism of Hezekiah coming from a discredited source 
(36.4ff) and a belated admission of sin (38.17). The questioning by Isaiah allows 
Hezekiah to (in effect) indict himself, but it cannot be said that the fault of 
Hezekiah looms large within the narrative. Hezekiah as an ideal (or non-ideal) 
figure is not the main point.
By way of summary, then, Isaiah’s probing questions, his clear disapproval 
of the visit of the Babylonians, Hezekiah’s failure to answer one of his questions, 
the terms used by the king in answer to another of Isaiah’s questions, the changes to 
repeated information in answer to another of the questions, force a re-evaluation of 
the visit. The Babylonians are not seen as friends but as foes. More than this, it is 
Hezekiah himself, and not only the reader, who begins to re-evaluate. The two 
things underlined in the exposition, namely, the Babylonian origins of the envoys 
(v.l) and their seeing everything (v.2), are repeated in the body of the narrative 
(w.3-4), and Isaiah’s oracle (vv.5-7) will take up these two things.142
6.2.5 Plot Design
Ch.39 fits into the larger narrative pattern of chs.36-37 and 38 more by way 
of contrast than parallel. It begins with an unrecognised threat, whereas in chs.36- 
37, the threat to the life of the city, and in ch.38, the threat to the life of Hezekiah,
139 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 499 (further pp.518,519).
140 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 499: “It is thus Hezekiah himself who initiates the shift to 
a discussion of the ramifications of his own actions.”
141 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 537,538.
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were open and obvious threats to which Hezekiah knew that the way he reacted 
would be critical.
The main action begins with the coming of Isaiah to Hezekiah (v.3a), which
is why the question of plot is discussed at this point. This is when Hezekiah (and
the reader -  in a definite way) finds out that there is a problem, with the remaining
verses first building tension (vv.3-7), and then leading to a (partial) resolution of the
tension (v.8). The structure of vv.3ff can be outlined as follows:
A. Isaiah’s two questions (v.3ba)
B. Hezekiah’s single answer (v.3bp)
A 1 Isaiah’s question (v.4a)
B1 Hezekiah’s answer (v.4b)
A2 Isaiah’s oracle (in two parts: vv.5-6,7)
'y
B Hezekiah’s response (in two parts: v.8a,b)
V.3a serves as a link between the exposition (w.1-2) and the first item in a 
chain of events. The structure of the report o f the dialogue between Isaiah and 
Hezekiah (vv.3-8), so Sweeney,14j is determined by the shifts of subject between 
these two, with each (A-B) sub-unit of the dialogue containing a question or 
statement by Isaiah followed by an answer or statement by Hezekiah, and vv.1-2 
provide the circumstances in which the dialogue takes place. The first exchange 
takes place in v.3, with Isaiah’s double-question concerning what the men said and 
where they came from and Hezekiah’s (single) answer, that they came from 
Babylon, follows. The second exchange appears in v.4, with Isaiah’s second 
question concerning what the men saw and Hezekiah’s response that they saw 
everything in his house and in his storehouses. The third, and final, exchange fills 
vv.5-8, with Isaiah’s double-announcement that everything in Hezekiah’s house and 
storehouses will be carried to Babylon (v.6) and that some of Hezekiah’s sons will 
serve as eunuchs in the palace of the king of Babylon (v.7), to which Hezekiah’s
142 Cf. Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 121: “expositional information is placed at the beginning 
of the narrative; when this is so, the information is usually repeated in one way or another 
in the course of the story, with the result that a certain point receives emphasis”.
143 Isaiah 1-39, 507.
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makes a twofold response (v.8a,b), stating that the word of YHWH is good and 
stating the reason (*0) YHWH’s word is good.
Analysed in this way, v.8 fits into a pattern of dialogue, no matter how 
surprising the content of Hezekiah’s final response may be to the reader. The fact 
of the response (even if not its content) is prepared for by the established pattern of 
exchanges between prophet and king in vv.3-4. However, though consistent with 
the established pattern of exchanges, the king responding to the prophet, up to this 
point it has been a matter of question and answer, so that some kind of response has 
been required of Hezekiah, but in v.8 it is a voluntary response, in that it is not 
definitely required -  not being in answer to a question posed by the prophet.
6.3 Isaiah’s Oracle (39.5-7)
The oracle of vv.5-7, given its relative length, could be viewed as the centre 
of attention within the chapter, and it makes ch.39 into a kind of ‘pronouncement 
story’.144 Thought of in this way, vv.1-4 describe the situation that gives rise to the 
pronouncement, with v.8 being a response to the pronouncement.145 Isaiah’s 
pronouncement of doom contrasts with the two messages of deliverance in chs.36- 
37 (cf. 37.6-7,21-35), and that in 38.5-6, but, on the other hand, it is similar to the 
threat announced in 38.1b.
Is Hezekiah responsible for the announced doom or is he but the “unwitting 
agent” of disaster?146 Vv.5-7 are no more a ‘judgment’ (something arising from a 
fault) than is 38.1b, when Isaiah also came with a dreadful word from YHWH, 
though it has been usual among scholars to view these three verses as expressing a
144 Hull (.Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 491) entitles the narrative unit (2 Kgs 20.12-19) 
“The disaster announcement narrative”; Clements (“2 Kings 29:12-19 and the date of the 
Deuteronomio History,” 216) views vv.6-7 as “central to the whole story”.
145 See also Nelson, First and Second Kings, 245.
146 Hull poses the question in such terms (Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 494). Cf. Seitz, 
Zion’s Final Destiny, 159, where he queries whether it is correct even to view Hezekiah as 
unwittingly or inadvertently causing the exile, “given the terseness of the narrative”.
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judgment upon Hezekiah. Both the form and content of vv.5-7 must be carefully 
analysed. It is our contention that neither gives evidence of the prophet’s words 
being an oracle of judgment.
6.3.1 Oracle of Judgment or Prediction of Disaster?
The oracle fits the chapter in which it is placed because “every element of 
the story points to the oracle”,147 and indeed a leading feature of its wording is its 
taking up of the terminology of the preceding verses, with Isaiah suggesting ironic 
reversal by means of repetition and wordplay.148 According to Nelson,149 “The 
principle of correspondence between fault and its outcome is at work in this 
narrative”, though, as will be argued below, it is more a matter of an unwitting 
mistake than of any fault on Hezekiah’s part. We are nowhere explicitly informed 
that Hezekiah has done wrong, or what that wrong might be if he has done wrong. 
There are no verses in ch.39 where the narrator passes a judgment on the actions of 
Hezekiah; there are no explicit moral judgments made.150 This is, however, by no 
means unusual, for judgments in biblical narratives are usually put into the mouths 
of characters,151 and vv.5-7 are often read as a judgment. The prophets are, of 
course, the classic organ for the pronouncing of divine judgment in the Bible, yet 
the verses are not a prophetic judgment in form.
There is here no “therefore” ( p b )  or “Because QIT) you have done this” (cf. 
37.29a), or something similar,152 as we might expect to find in an oracle of
147 Richard D. Nelson, The Double Redaction o f the Deuteronomistic History (JSOTSS 18; 
Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1981) 129.
148 Also Long, 2 Kings, 244.
149 The Double Redaction, 130.
150 Cf. Hess (“Hezekiah and Sennacherib,” 27), who notes: “nowhere is the exhibition to 
the Babylonians explicitly condemned.”
151 Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 30.
Westermann {Basic Forms, 137) includes 39.3-7 (= 2 Kgs 20.14-19) among prophetic 
judgment speeches (or announcements of ill) to individuals, and, as Westermann notes, 
almost always to kings (p. 138). Begg notes, however, that Isaiah’s prediction of doom has 
not been conformed to Kings’ typical pattern for the prophet’s royal judgment speeches in
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judgment (cf. 1 Sam 15.23; 1 Kgs 20.36,42; 2 Kgs 21.11). The words of doom are 
not linked to any preceding accusation against Hezekiah the addressee. The 
absence of p 1? or *0 does not need to mean that it is not an announcement of 
judgment, but it is one piece of evidence that is lacking when seeking to determine 
whether it is an announcement of doom (which vv.6 and 7 clearly are) and also of 
deserved doom, that is, a judgment falling on a guilty individual.
The announcement is introduced as the word of YHWH (v.5b, “Hear the 
word of YHWH of hosts”), and it corresponds to the ‘Summons to hear’ of Amos 
7.16,17, which Westermann takes as his model, and vv.6-7 to the ‘Announcement 
of judgment (in personal address)’,154 that often begins, as here, with a “Behold” 
(cf. 2 Sam 12.11; Isa 22.17).155 Westermann’s work has been critiqued, with his 
detailed outlines o f the pattern of prophetic speeches suggesting more typicality 
than evidence will support,156 for the structuring of prophetic speeches is quite 
variable. What all this means is that form-critical analysis by itself cannot decide 
whether vv.6 and 7 are to be viewed as announcing a punishment or only doom. 
Sweeney, like Westermann and showing dependence on Westermann’s researches,
which such announcements are routinely grounded in an accusation against the offending 
monarch (e.g., 1 Kgs 14.9-11; 16.2-4; 21.20-24; 2 Kgs 21.10-15; 22.16-17). This 
prediction of disaster is without any explicit indication as to the offence that inspired it (“2 
Kings 20:12-19 as an Element of the Deuteronomistic History,” CBQ 48 [1986] 30); W. 
Dietrich, Prophetic und Geschichte: Ein redaktionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung zum 
deuteronomistischen Geschichtswerk (FRLANT 108; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1972) 64-70. Begg also writes (“Hezekiah’s Display [2 Kgs 20,12-19],” 14): 
“that announcement, in contrast to the usual structure of the prophetic ‘judgment speech’ 
lacks any preceding motivating accusation specifying in what precisely its wrongness 
consisted.”
Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 262: “the link between that pronouncement and the king’s action is 
never explicitly made, namely, ‘Because (ki) you have done this, hear the word of the 
LORD.’ Rather, the exile is simply announced as a fact, once the prophet determines from 
the king where the envoys have come from and what they saw (39:3-4)” (italics Seitz’s).
154 Basic Forms, 130,131.
155 Westermann, Basic Forms, 141,142 (other examples are listed on p. 149).
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attempts a form-critical analysis of vv.5-7,157 and also thinks in terms of “typical 
elements” and so is open to the same kind of criticism as Westermann.
In the solemn introduction given to Isaiah’s pronouncement (v.5b, “Hear the 
word of YHWH of hosts”), Isaiah speaks in the name of “YHWH of hosts”, this 
being the appellation Hezekiah used in his appeal to God in 37.16 (“O YHWH of 
hosts”), so that it is unlikely (given the comparison with that prayer) that the present 
oracle so introduced is a judgment oracle, or is to be taken as if God were angry 
with Hezekiah.
Further, there are elements of mitigation in the pronouncement. What has 
often been understood as a judgment (and it is certainly unpleasant) will not fall 
immediately but is specified as being future (“the days are coming”) and as falling 
on his sons (v.7).158 To be noted, as well, is “some of your own sons” (RSV, v.7a), 
translating a partitive ("p32D), and that after the “all” emphasis earlier in the 
chapter. This, like the delay (v.6), must represent a ‘softening of the blow’ and so 
expresses a certain sympathy for Hezekiah. This makes it difficult to interpret the 
oracle as pronouncing a judgment of Hezekiah. Bad news, yes, but not a judgment 
on personal sin.
156 See the critique by Gene M. Tucker, in the new Foreword to the reissued volume of 
Westermann {Basic Forms, xiii; cf. idem, “Prophetic Speech,” Interp 32 [1978] 31-45, esp. 
pp.39ff).
Isaiah 1-39, 507,508.
158 This is not the first mention of fathers and sons in the stories (cf. 37.38; 39.1), and we 
might postulate a connection (and contrast) with the involvement of Sennacherib’s sons in 
that Assyrian king’s death (37.38), but here (the reverse) a father seals the fate of his sons. 
The MT of 39.7 has whereas lQIsa3 has rD T E E  (“from your belly”), and this is 
accepted by Kaiser {Isaiah 13-39, 408 n.d), but the MT might be defended by reference to 
Gen 17.6 (cf. Gen 10.14; 1 Chron 1.12). Chronicles does not have the equivalent of this 
verse, but in describing the murder of Sennacherib has: “and they that came forth of his 
belly IfrCiTftl) there slew him with the sword” (2 Chron 32.21b). The Chronicler is 
no evidence that we should emend the text before us, but amounts to a ‘commentary’, 
helping us to see the link between the verses: “some of your sons” (39.7) like some of 
Sennacherib’s sons (two out of the named three).
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6.3.2 The Doom Announced
The prophetic announcement is in two clearly demarcated parts (w.6,7), 
indicated by the separating speech formula “says YHWH” (v.6b, ITUT “IDN), and 
with “Babylon” (*733) at or near the end of each verse.
V.6 reflects earlier wording: “not a thing (“ID"!)”, “all that is in your house” 
(“irTDD and “stored” (Tl^X), found in vv.2a and 4b, and “to Babylon”
¿>33), as mentioned in w . l  and 3b.159 Hezekiah, by what he did and said earlier, 
has determined and sealed his own fate. The repetition of key terms, then, makes a 
direct connection between Hezekiah’s deed (v.2), his answers (vv.3,4) and the 
announced catastrophe (v.6).
Hezekiah’s sons will be “taken” (inp'') to Babylon, says Isaiah (v.7), just as 
in 36.17 Sennacherib planned to “take” (*,nnpi71) the citizens to a new land. So too 
another verb that is here used in connection with Isaiah’s announcement of the loss 
of Hezekiah’s sons (“who come forth from you”) has been used earlier in
regard to the ‘coming out’ (N^Tl) of the Judean envoys to listen to Rabshakeh 
(36.18) and the urgings of Rabshakeh for the surrender (IN^l) o f the populace 
(36.16). This is the threat that Isaiah foresaw but Hezekiah did not. What will 
happen (as announced by Isaiah) is what Sennacherib wanted to do to them, but 
could not. It is not, however, the exile of the nation as such that is predicted here, 
though many a commentator loosely talks in such terms, but the deportation of 
royal sons.160 It is the destiny of the house of David that is in view. This fits in
Cf. Ackroyd, “An Interpretation,” 334,335.
160 Delitzsch (Biblical Commentary /, 125) is one commentator who has recognised this. 
This is why Clements (.Isaiah and the Deliverance o f Jerusalem, 66,17) argues that the 
reference here is to the situation between the first fall of the city in 597, when King 
Jehoiachin and other leading Judeans were carried off as hostages to Babylonia, and the 
second fall in 587 when the destruction of city and temple is the theme. Without our 
necessarily agreeing with the precise historical connection he wishes to make, Clements is
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with v.6, wherein it is not the despoliation of the house of YHWH that is in view, 
but only the king’s house is mentioned Q fP M ). Not the demise of Judah, but a 
more limited disaster is implied: “all” royal wealth will be carried off and “some 
o f ’ the king’s sons will be eunuchs in Babylon. National defeat and exile are 
neither mentioned nor implied. This is in keeping with the royal orientation of 
ch.39 and, indeed, of chs.36-39. Ackroyd is one who rightly decries the too strict 
separation between ch.39 and chs.40ff,161 and ch.39 can be understood as helping to 
explain the lack of any concern for a specific Davidic monarch in the chapters that 
immediately follow. “ As well, the absence here of the “111 theme, compared to 
the earlier narrative units (37.35; 38.5),16j is to be noted and is consistent with 
Isaiah’s announcement of the end of the house of David.164
In comparing w .2,4b and 6, notice is to be taken of the introduction of a 
new feature in v.6: “which your fathers have stored up”, so that the royal line is 
made an issue by Isaiah: the passing down of things from royal father to royal
right to notice that there is no reference to a general exile (“The Isaiah Narrative of 2 
Kings 20:12-19 and the Date of the Deuteronomic History,” in Essays on the Bible and the 
Ancient World: Isac Leo Seeligmann Volume, iii [eds. A. Rofe and Y. Zakovitch; 
Jerusalem: E. Rubinstein, 1983] 209-220; esp. p.212). The fate of the royal house is in 
view (so too Collins, The Mantle o f Elijah, 145: “a thinly veiled description of what 
happened in Jerusalem in 597 BCE”). Noting that it is the fate of the royal family that is 
the concern of ch.39 causes Davies to say that ch.39 “is not of course an ideal link” to the 
subsequent chapters, which show no interest in the royal house (“The Destiny of the 
Nations,” 102).
161 “The Death of Hezekiah,” 222, seeing in the present chapter “the occasion for the 
giving of the oracles of hope and restoration that follow.”
1 Cf. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 17, who correctly notes that Isaiah’s announcement of exile 
is “directed specifically against the House of David”.
163 O’Connell (Concentricity and Continuity, 246) views it as a “strategic omission” from 
Isaiah 39 of the repetition of the divine motivation for both YHWH’s defence of Zion and 
his healing of the Davidic king (37.35; 2 Kgs 20.6//Isaiah 38.6).
164 If we are right in our understanding of the royal orientation of ch.39, then the chapter 
cannot be an argument against the inviolability of Jerusalem (contra Nelson, First and 
Second Kings, 246). Nelson argues against some of his own best insights in postulating 
this as the meaning of the chapter (cf. Nelson, The Double Redaction, 131).
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son.165 This does not mean that eh.39 ill-fits the chapters that follow (chs.40ff),166 
but rather alerts the reader to possible royal themes in the ensuing chapters, and 
specially, to failure of those chapters to present any Davidic hope.
How much is to be read into the term “eunuchs” (O’O’IO) in v.7b?167 V.7a 
would seem to place emphasis on Hezekiah’s production of sons, so the point is the 
ability of the Judean royal line to continue, and thus “eunuchs” is not to be 
weakened to ‘officials’. The additions to in v.7a, namely, “which come
forth from you” QQÖ "1ÖX) and “which you beget” (T^ID “l^N),169 are not 
redundant, but stress Hezekiah’s act of procreation, and would seem to require the 
translation “eunuchs”.170 The issue is the non-continuation of the Davidic line.171
165 Miscall’s comment is: “In 38.19, fathers and sons symbolized the continuation of life; 
here, its end” (.Isaiah, 94).
166 Though this has often been suggested, and then used as one argument that chs.36-39 do 
not play a transitional role, and so are ‘secondary’ to the Isaianic context and find their 
original setting in the books of Kings (see Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 480).
l67See BDB p.710; Edwin J. Yamauchi, “Was Nehemiah the Cupbearer a Eunuch?,” ZAW
92 (1980) 132-142, with a summary in “The Archeological Background to Nehemiah,” BS
Oct-Dec 1980, 297,298.
168 Contra Eichrodt, Der Herr der Geschichte, 270. The word can indeed mean “minor 
officials”. Ackroyd (“An Interpretation,” 335) translates “officers”, but he adds the note: 
“or perhaps eunuchs, though the word is not necessarily so narrowly defined”. □'•O'HO is 
strictly understood by the Septuagint (anäöovTac;) and the Vulgate (eunuchi). According 
to Ehrlich (.Randglossen, 142): “D,,0V')0 braucht nicht nonwendig Verschnittene zu
heissen. Das Nomen bezeichnet auch sonst schlechtweg einen Hofdiener.”
169 Duhm would delete it as not only “überflüssig” but “falsch” {Das Buch Jesaja, 285). 
Marti says it is “als unrichtige Glosse zu tilgen” {Jesaja, 267).
170 So also Hull {Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 502 n.29), who argues that the translation 
“officials” is “incorrect in this text which depends on the connection between fathers, sons 
and the inability of □,0'H0 to procreate” (italics Hull’s). See his later extended 
discussion of the term (pp.521-525), wherein Hull notes the two lists of those exiled to 
Babylon (2 Kgs 24.12,15), which have eunuchs (VO'HO) but no mention of the king’s 
sons.
Seitz {Isaiah 1-39, 262) writes: “Isaiah is made to predict the end of the royal line, or at 
least the exclusion of some potential candidates”. Ackroyd (“An Interpretation,” 335 n.l) 
writes: “the double expression and T ^ in  or even one part of it [if
it is a result of a double reading], following on the use of the word ‘sons’, underlines that
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To Webb the “subsequent reference to eunuchs in 56:4 suggests that some members 
of the royal family were literally castrated”. In 56.5 God promises eunuchs who 
display covenant loyalty: “I will give to them in my house (nrPDD) and within my 
walls a monument and a name”, that “house” being the restored temple, which is 
declared to be “a house (IT’D) of prayer for all peoples” (56.7). In that context, 39.7 
is predicting that some of Hezekiah’s sons will be excluded from the temple (*?Dnri) 
and instead serve in the “palace (^D'H) of the king of Babylon”, and the use of
helps to make this contrast.173 The sons of Hezekiah by reason of relocation 
and by virtue of castration would be excluded from the worship of the house of 
YHWH. Since at the end of eh.38 going up to the house of YHWH is Hezekiah’s 
dominating concern, it is likely that 39.8 (in the face of the announcement that 
immediately precedes) reflects the same concern.
By way of summary the following points can be made: Isaiah’s oracle, 
though harsh and a prediction of disaster, is neither in form nor content a judgment 
oracle. It cannot be said that Hezekiah is to blame for the demise of the royal house 
that is here contemplated. The focus of the chapter is the future and fate of the royal 
house. There is evidence of mitigation in the oracle.
the reference is specifically to members of the royal house, to the dynasty on which so 
many hopes and beliefs were centred” (additions Ackroyd’s). Smelik’s view is that “The 
author wants to indicate that the Davidic dynasty will come to an end in Babylonia” 
(“Distortion,” 92 n.95).
172 Webb, Isaiah, 158 n.36. Sweeney (“Reconceptualization,” 49) refers to the eunuchs in 
ch.56 as those “who were mutilated for imperial service”. On p.52, he writes: “the 
concern with eunuchs envisions a place for those Jews who were mutilated for government 
service, either by the Babylonians or Persians, in keeping with common practices of the 
times.”
173 Hull (Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 507) also makes the link with the house of YHWH, 
though his reasoning is inevitably different, given the Kings context in which he works. 
Further evidence of a connection with ch.56 is what amounts to three wordplays on the 
name of Hezekiah (56.2 pTIT, “to hold fast”; 56.4,6 both D^THl/TI), this being a virtual 
synonym to what is the key word in the passage, “to keep” (“IQ#; 56.1,2,2,4,6).
6.4 Hezekiah’s Final Words (39.8)
A separate treatment of v.8 is required for a number of reasons. Firstly, it is 
based on the structural separation of the present verse from the preceding dialogue 
which begins in v.3. Though being in one sense the continuation and culmination 
of that dialogue, the previously outlined concentric arrangement of vv.1-7 and 
“king of Babylon” inclusio (vv.la,7b) place it, in terms of structure, outside the 
‘main body’ of the chapter as a postscript. Secondly, Hezekiah’s response picks up 
a number of wider themes from chs.36-38 not alluded to earlier in the narrative 
unit. Thirdly, this verse has been an interpretive crux which has produced a wide 
range of interpretations. One major issue of interpretation is whether the response 
of Hezekiah is godly or ungodly.
6.4.1 A Study of Key Terms
One of the reasons for disputes over the interpretation of the verse is that the 
key terms within it can be, and have been, variously understood.
6.4.1.1 **3
The Hebrew particle *0 in v.8b could possibly be interpreted in a number of 
ways, though few commentators explore the alternate possibilities which are really 
only four in the present instance:
(1) Recitative, introducing direct speech like Greek o ti, 174 and the immediately 
preceding “)QNVI allows such an interpretation (RSV, JB , ATT).175 Muilenburg 
notes that *0 frequently introduces a direct quotation, tantamount to “thus” or 
“this” or “as follows”, but also notes that in such contexts *0 is often translated
174 See Williams, Hebrew Syntax, §452.
175 A. Schoors, however, argues that the recitativum, as a specific syntactic category, 
should be deleted from grammars and dictionaries (“The Particle *0,” OTS 21 [1981] 256- 
259).
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asseveratively (“surely” or “truly” ),176 which would help to mark v.8b as a 
significant statement, but this brings us to the second way the *0 clause has 
been understood.
(2) Assertative or asseverative, “surely” (BDB p.474, listing Gesenius, F. Hitzig, 
and Delitzsch as authorities), and the LXX 6q (“indeed, doubtless”) reads *0 
here as an asseverative, but this may be influenced by its rendering of the rest 
of the half-verse: “let there now be (yevéo0G) 813) peace and righteousness in 
my days”. Waltke and O’Connor call this the emphatic clause-adverbial use 
c m .179
(3) Conditional, as Watts translates: “If (only) there be peace and security in my 
days” .180 The parallel text in Kings has a quite different construction (2 Kgs 
20.19, the question DK [“Is it not (good), if...?”; see BDB p.50 lc((3)]),
t o t
but may favour a conditional *0 in v.8b.
176 “The Linguistic and Rhetorical Usages of the Particle ’’D in the Old Testament,” HUCA 
32 (1961) 144; his survey of ’’D “1ÖX or ' 2  in cultic asseverations, especially *0 
introducing an object clause after “knowing”, means that v.8b could perhaps be classed as 
“conventional cultic speech”.
177 \öf] is glossed as “at this or that point, now, then, already, at length (intensive particle)” 
in J. Lust, E. Egnikel, K. Hauspie, A Greek-English Lexicon o f the Septuagint (Stuttgart: 
Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1992, part I) 100; cf. Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 260.
178 The translation is that of R.R. Ottley, The Book o f Isaiah: According to the Septuagint 
(Codex Alexandrinus) I. Introduction and Translation with a Parallel Version from the 
Hebrew (2nd ed.; Cambridge: University Press, 1909) 217.
1 79 Syntax, §39.3.4e. Muilenburg for his part (“Rhetorical Usages,” 135-160) seeks to 
demonstrate the importance of ’’D as an instrument of stress or emphasis, and as 
characteristically associated with emphatic words and clauses. For the use of '2 in 
asseverative clauses, see Carl Brockelmann, Hebräische Syntax (Neukirchen: Verlag der 
Buchhandlung des Erziehungsvereins, 1956) §31 b; cf. Th. C. Vriezen, “Einige Notizen zur 
Übersetzung des Bindewortes kT' in Von Ugarit nach Qumran (BZAW 77; Berlin: Alfred 
Töpelmann, 1961) 266-273, who stresses the “emphatischen Gebrauch” of the particle 
(p.270).
1 0 Isaiah 34-66, 63.
181 For *0 used as a conditional, see Williams, Hebrew Syntax, §446; §515; Muilenburg, 
“Rhetorical Usages,” 145; Schoors, “The Particle *\3,” 269-271.
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(4) An explanatory clause, “for” (an explanation for HID in v.8a; BOB p.474 gives 
A. Dillmann as an authority, who translates '2  as denn), explaining how the
1 g2
dreadful prophecy of Isaiah can be considered “good”. Among those who 
understand the clause as explanatory are the RV , NASB, and AV. Even scholars
and translations that take other interpretations of the particle *0 frequently view 
v.8b as an explanation (NEB, GNB, RSV , JB, NIV). This understanding is 
attractive, given the obviously puzzling nature of the statement in v.8a that 
seems to cry out for explanation, and this feature would seem to favour this 
interpretation of the particle.
The view taken of*0 to a large extent is affected by the translation 
ofnQ *D , as referring either to speech or thought (inner-speech). If understood as 
thought, *0 will tend to be viewed as either (1) or (2), for Hezekiah does not have 
to explain to himself why he made the statement he did in v.8a, yet even if this view 
of is taken, (4) is not ruled out, in that inner-speech can be ‘quoted’ to
express the motivation of a character with regard to a public statement.
6.4.1.2 31tD
The other key terms are 21D, and nOX. As pointed out by Hull,183
virtually all interpretations of these two statements (w.8a,b) attempt to take these 
three terms at ‘face value’ as “good”, “peace”, and “security” (e.g., RSV, NRSV, and 
NEB), however, a closer study of the terms reveals that each word must be carefully 
examined as to its meaning.
182" This is the viewpoint of Sweeney (Isaiah 1-39, 507): “Hezekiah states the reason why 
YHWH’s word is good is that there will be peace and truth in his days.” For Sweeney, the 
statement in 39.8b is formulated as an unquestioned assertion with the causative *0, 
“because” (p. 510). For the causal or explicative use, see A. Schoors, “The Particle ‘O,” 
264-267; cf. Schneider, Grammatik, 255 §53.3.3.1. Waltke and O’Connor call this the 
logical clause-adverbial use (Syntax, §39.3.4e).
18-5 Hezekiah — Saint and sinner, 529.
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The first statement (v.8a) is a strange response to a word predicting disaster, 
since it appears to be a positive affirmation: “Good is the word of YHWH which 
you have spoken” (following the Hebrew word order). As noted by Hull, who is 
one of the few scholars to study the words in their context, on the one hand, this 
represents a correct response by Hezekiah in praise of the word of YHWH; on the 
other hand, that which is “good” is actually “evil” for the royal house, and Hull 
compares it to Ahab’s complaint that Micaiah prophesies not good but only evil 
concerning the king (1 Kgs 22.8,18). Hull’s study of DID in the Kings context,185 
like his investigation of the usage of suggests its regular ironic use, so that
21CD does not necessarily mean good for the king, just as 0*1^ 2? does not need to
mean peace for the king. All this suggests to Hull that DID, and DEN must
not be read at face value in such texts in Kings;186 the Kings context cannot dictate 
the meaning of the Isaiah text, but the point is taken that the key terms of Isa 39.8 
cannot be read at face value. “Good” does not need to mean in a simplistic sense: 
“good” (beneficial) for Hezekiah and his house.
Within the Isaiah context the key terms are the language of piety. “Good” 
has, in an earlier prayer, been defined as what is “good p lD H ) in your [God’s]
1 0-7
eyes” (38.3). There is the possibility of speaking (□‘HEN!“!) and giving wrong 
valuations (5.20), and in 41.7 we note the irony of saying pQ N ) that the soldering
of a good-for-nothing idol is “good” (NTH H*ltD). Hezekiah’s valuation sounds (on 
first hearing) like another wrong valuation, but it is in fact the correct one to make. 
YHWH’s word, which is “good” in his (God’s) eyes, must be “good”, but God’s
184 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 499,500.
185 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 532,533,
186 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 536.
187 The uses in Isaiah (using Mandelkern) are as follows: 3.10; 5.9,20,20; 7.15,16; 39.2 
(RSV“the precious oil”),8; 41.7; 52.7 (//D11?»; “who publishes peace, who announces 
good”, and both connected to the announced reign of God); 55.2; 65.2.
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purposes m ay be w ider and higher than ensuring the w elfare and continuation o f  the 
Davidic house.
O f course the same statem ent can have a num ber o f  functions within a 
narrative. That appears to be the case with v.8a. Thus the statem ent that Y H W H ’s 
word is “ good” is first o f  all an expression o f  H ezekiah’s p ie ty .188 If  all we had was 
v.8a (and som e scholars view  v.8b as an addition), this would undoubtedly be the 
interpretation reached by all scholars.189 The difficulty for this interpretation and 
the reason for the plethora o f  different interpretations is the fact that the verse 
continues and there is (w ithout the radical m odification o f  the verse) a v.8b. It is 
often thought that the continuation spoils v.8a as an expression o f  pious sentiment, 
and that v.8b turns v.8a (we reread and re-interpret v.8a after reading v.8b) into an 
expression o f  H ezek iah’s cynical self-regard: the announcem ent is “good” since it 
does not affect his own tim e (“my days”) when peace will continue.
H ezek iah’s calling the oracle “good” is a response o f  subm ission (cf. 1 Sam 
9.10, “Y our w ord is good” [“p m  m tt ] ) .190 He is not com placent but grateful that
i o o
Watts {Isaiah 34-66, 66): “Hezekiah’s piety is demonstrated in his acceptance of 
Yahweh’s word”; similarly Ackroyd, “An Interpretation,” 335; Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 
455,456; cf. KBL p.371, listing 1 Kgs 2.38; 18.24.
1 89 Duhm {Das Buch Jesaja, 286) adopts this view, seeing v.8b as having the character of a 
secondary supplement (“Zusatz”). He interprets Hezekiah’s response as one of devout 
(“fromm”) submission like that of Job. Its absence from LXXB is no evidence for its late 
character, see Ernst Bohnet, Überlieferung und Redaktion der Jesajalegenden (2 R 18,13- 
20,19 = Jes 36,1-39,8) (Unpublished Magisterschrift; Hamburg: Hamburg University, 
1974) 48; Walter Eisenbeis, Die Wurzel nbtö im Alten Testament (BZAW 113: Berlin: 
Walter de Gruyter, 1969) 65.
190 We might also compare 1 Sam 3.18b, as Dillmann also does {Der Prophet Jesaja, 343), 
being the words of Eli on discovering the rejection of his line, which in Eslinger’s 
interpretation of the verse {Kingship o f God in Crisis, 154, 155) is an ambiguous mixture 
of pious submission and despair. Ehrlich {Randglossen, 142) discusses the possible 
meaning of good: “31&D heisst hier weder ‘gut’ noch ‘gütig’, sondern ist so viel wie: macht 
nichts, gibt keinen Grund zur Unzufriedenheit. Ueber diese Bedeutung des Adjektivs vgl. 
besonders 1 Sam. 20,7. Aehnlich und nur um ein Haar verschieden ist der Ausdruck auch 
1 K. 2,38 gebraucht.” This amounts to viewing it as an expression of submission; for 
further references to the prophetic word as “good”, see The Dictionary o f Classical 
Hebrew (ed. D.J.A. Clines; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996) Volume III, p.350.
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he lives in a temporary hiatus before disaster strikes.191 There is nothing in v.8b, as 
we shall argue below, that necessarily places a question mark against the king’s 
piety. This interpretation refrains from setting the two half-verses (vv.8a,b) against 
each other: the first half of the verse expressing godly submission, but the second 
an unworthy thought.
It is not the case that Hezekiah’s reaction was quite different when his own 
demise was the issue, and so he was greatly disturbed (38.3). This present verse is 
prepared for by 38.3, but that prayer (according to Hobbs) was more characterised 
by self-centredness than faith, and by his asking for a sign (38.22), this being (so 
Hobbs) a sign of failing faith.192 This at least is an attempt to make connections and 
to see a trend, but it is a very harsh reading of the noted features of ch.38. Is, then, 
v.8 to be understood as a depiction of Hezekiah’s resignation without regard to 
those who were to come after him? Is his reply in v.8b a depiction of shallow 
self-interest which shows little or no concern for the future dynasty? Is this a fair 
evaluation of the character of Hezekiah?
6. 4 . 1 . 3
Hull devotes a long excursus to the term OV?ttf,194 and from his study of the 
term in the Kings context suggests that the term appears in ironic contexts, so that
for the people may even depend on the elimination of the king. Again, as 
for within the book of Isaiah the term is part of the language of prayer, noting
191 As King Josiah most probably was after the message contained in 2 Kgs 22.20 (cf. 
Fischer, Das Buck Isaias, 253; Ackroyd, “An Interpretation,” 338; Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 
263).
192 2 Kings, 296.
193
Watts is indeed representative of many scholars when he writes {Isaiah 34-66, 67): 
“Hezekiah was satisfied to have things go well for the moment: the temporary relief of 
Jerusalem (chap. 37), fifteen additional years of life (chap. 38), and peaceful security for 
his moment in time (chap. 39). He lacked the longer view and the patient character to work 
for it. His piety was the prayer of the moment.”
194 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 152-155, with a summary on p.531.
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the use of “with a whole heart” (38.3) and “it was for my welfare
(38.17). This last example particularly suggests a ‘non-obvious’ meaning for 
“peace”, such that it is consistent with and contributed to by a bitter experience.195 
If the peace that Hezekiah had in mind was absence of conflict and war,196 then his 
comment would need to be taken as dramatic irony, given that it was spoken before 
the assault of chs. 36 and 37 (which it is, given the chronological inversion 
indicated by 38.6). There is, however, indication in the wider narrative that the 
“peace” being spoken of is one in a ‘non-obvious’ sense.
6.4.i.4 n m
As noted by Hull,198 the translation of nftN as “security” already reflects an 
interpretation: that Hezekiah’s main concern is foreign attack and deportation as 
predicted in w .6  and 7.199 Hull summarises and builds upon Jepsen’s study of the
195 It is noted by Konkel (“Sources,” 477) that v.8b is in keeping with “the theology and 
sentiments of the poem [38.10-20] which point to the possibility of life and hope in spite 
of judgement” (addition mine). The use of in Isaiah (following Mandelkern) is as 
follows: 9.5,6; 26.3,3,12; 27.5,5; 32.17,18; 33.7; 38.17; 39.8; 41.3; 45.7; 48.18,22; 52.7; 
53.5; 54.10,13; 55.12; 57.2, 19,19,21; 59.8,8; 60.17; 66.12.
196 The view of Eisenbeis, Die Wurzel obffl, 113, who sees Hezekiah thinking that he will 
reign “dauernder äußerer Friede” (italics Eisenbeis’); similarly pp. 159,160; JPS renders it
“safety”.
197 Webb, Isaiah, 158; Sweeney, noting the chronological deformation, takes v.8b as an 
expression of faith that YHWH would enable Judah to succeed {Isaiah 1-39, 510); this 
again is to interpret “peace” in a mundane sense. Person (“A Text Critical Case Study,” 
376) sees v.8b in the Hebrew text of Isaiah 39 as “suggesting that Isaiah prophesied peace 
for Hezekiah’s reign”, and thus not fitting the context “for nowhere in the previous text has
Isaiah declared peace for Hezekiah.” The pairing of and ilftN elsewhere, for
instance, Jer 14.13 and 33.6, does not rule out a ‘non-standard’ use of the wordpair here 
(cf. KBL p. 1509).
Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 529. We must bear in mind that all translations are 
interpretations, cf. D.N. Fewell, Circle o f Sovereignty: A Story o f Stories in Daniel 1-6 
(Sheffield: The Almond Press, 1988) 9,10.
199
Clines (ed.), Classical Hebrew, Volume I, 330, understands nftN here as “stability of 
political conditions”.
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term,200 and notes that while the term is not easy to translate, meanings such as 
“true” and “reliable” appear to capture its significance. Again we would relate the 
term to the earlier language of prayer used by Hezekiah (cf. 38.3,18,19), and this 
connection suggests the meaning of “loyalty” or “faithfulness” here. Hull also
notes that the petition of Hezekiah to YHWH uses nDN, the root, and DID 
(38.3), which, as Hull points out, are used in exactly the reverse order of their 
appearance in 39.8 (suggesting a direct connection). Whose “faithfulness” is being 
referred to in 39.8? Overall biblical usage, and the nearest comparable uses (cf. 
38.18,19), favour a reference to divine faithfulness (to be enjoyed by Hezekiah).203 
The two references to TlDX that follow 39.8 (42.3; 43.9) favour a similar view.204 
Also relevant is the fact that nDN is used 37 times in the Psalter, with frequent 
allusions to God’s DEN in prayers in the OT,206 in which YHWH’s faithfulness is
200 “VI. ’emeth,” TDOTVol. I, pp.309-316.
201 This is consistent with Jepsen’s survey, where he notes that DEN is an inherent aspect 
of God’s nature (which fits in with Isa 38.18,19, “your faithfulness”), and is a quality that 
encourages human trust in God. However, J"!DN is rare, but not unknown, as a human 
quality (pp.311,316), and we can point to 38.3. Kings were expected to walk in flDX (cf.
Kgs 2.4; 3.6), and Hezekiah claims such action before YHWH.
202 Hezekiah -  Saint and sinner, 534; as Hull, points out, in the two narratives Hezekiah’s 
first and final words concern DID, and ilDN (38.3; 39.8); and the “house”
(n-a) theme pervades both, in one case it is the house of YHWH (38.21,22; though note 
38.1b) and in the other it is Hezekiah’s house (ch.39). Other connections proposed by Hull 
are less than convincing.
203 is used some 12 times in Isaiah: 10.20; 16.5; 38.3,18,19; 39.8; 42.3; 43.9 (again 
in a verse about speaking [nDX VIDfcOI]); 48.1; 59.14,15; 61.8.
204 n n x b  (42.3 ; cf. LXX, which renders the expression literally, eiq aAf)0eiav) is best 
understood as referring to the objective of the servant’s work “unto faithfulness”, so that 
YHWH’s faithfulness comes to light (cf. Westermann, Isaiah 40-66, 96), i.e., when the 
servant has brought forth “justice”, Israel will recognise YHWH’s faithfulness to his 
promises. 43.9 has a similar context: “[It is] true” (J1DN); in 41.26 the same sentiment is 
expressed by p*H25 (“[He/it is] right”; cf. the joining of nDN and p*H22 in 48.1).
205 So Jepsen, TDO,p.310.
206 Jepsen, TDO,p.313.
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praised (e.g. Ps 71.22). Given its regular place in prayer, flDN need not be viewed 
as the (selfish) concern for personal security or a trouble-free existence.
6.4.1.5 m m a n
As pointed out above (6.1.7) the double reuse of the root “D 7  in the present 
verse (cf. vv.2b,4b,5b,6b) could be viewed as an ironic reuse. Most obviously it 
picks up the words introducing Isaiah’s baneful prediction (v.5b, “Hear the word of
YHWH”). Liebreich sees nan in 40.8 as explaining the juxtaposition of
chs.39 and 40. If the two occurrences are to be connected, Hezekiah's use of 
“the word of YHWH” may indicate that he views the prophetic announcement of 
39.5-7 as not only spelling the doom of the house of David but as anticipating the 
return and reign of God (cf. 40.9-11).
6.4.2 Interpretations of 39.8b
Ackroyd outlines three possible ways to understand this second comment: 
(1) viewing Hezekiah’s remark as “a smug comment”. This view has found a 
place in many translations and commentaries (Ackroyd cites the NEB). Ackroyd 
does not find this view very likely: “Not that 1 do not think that...Hezekiah, like 
anyone else, might be somewhat relieved to know that the holocaust would come at 
a later date: Après moi le déluge. But in the context of a significant conversation, 
such smugness seems totally out of place.”209 (2) The second possibility is 
(according to Ackroyd) far more likely: “Hezekiah’s words are a kind of auspicious 
pronouncement designed to avert disaster”,210 and he cites the account in 2 Samuel 
18 in which David awaits news of the battle against Absalom and makes reference
See “Compilation,” JQR XLVI, 272, for detailed argumentation.
208 “An Interpretation,” 335,336.
209 Ibid (suspension points mine); cf. von Orelli, Isaiah, 209; Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 262; 
Ehrlich, Randglossen, 142; and Vermeylen, “Hypothèses,” 116 n.98, who sees it as 
corresponding to what 2 Kgs 22.20 says of Josiah, so that “On reconnaît donc à nouveau 
les préoccupations de l’école deutéronomiste” (p.l 16).
210 “An Interpretation,” 336.
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to good news (18.25; however, Ackroyd’s point might be better established from 
18.27: “He is a good man, and comes with good tidings”). To adopt this approach 
to the present statement, the sense would be: “‘May there be well-being and 
security in my lifetime’, i.e. ‘Please God that I may be spared from seeing such 
doom.”’“ (3) The third possibility, so Ackroyd, is to see v.8b as an affirmation or 
acceptance and so the direct counterpart to the first statement (v.8a), with the Isaiah
form of the text being introduced by an emphatic ‘O: “There certainly will be well- 
being and security in my lifetime.” Ackroyd further argues that in the 
Chronicler’s handling of the incident (2 Chron 32.31) “this was a moment in which 
the nature of Hezekiah’s obedience was disclosed, and though tested he was found 
to be loyal.”2 Ij Indeed, it would be fair to say that Ackroyd’s main point is the 
inadequacy of the Après moi le déluge view of Hezekiah’s final response, and his 
main argument is based upon the Chronicler (and Seitz extends this argument 
considerably).214 The main criticism that can be leveled at Seitz is that he devotes
2i i  . . . . . .Ibid. Kaiser (Isaiah 13-39, 410) accepts that v.8 may be apotropaic in intention, and in 
this he follows Gray, I & II Kings, 703: “The king was following a primitive instinct in 
that, while accepting the adverse oracle, he felt that the last word must be auspicious.”
“An Interpretation,” 336,337. Ackroyd argues that the same effect is produced by the 
different formula in 2 Kings (details on p.337 and n.l on the same page). Sweeney, on the 
other hand, understands the interrogative QK of 2 Kgs 20.19b as suggesting some
doubt on the part of Hezekiah {Isaiah 1-39, 510; also idem, Isaiah 1-4, 16), but he does not 
explain why this suggests doubt, unless it is the interrogative form. Gray translates 
□x Kibn as: “Is it not so if...?”(/ & II Kings, 703), and sees it as reflecting back to the 
statement in v.8a about the word of YHWH being “good”. Delitzsch is similar to Gray 
{Biblical Commentary I, 126) in that he asserts that is explanatory here, and therefore 
confirmatory and that DK is also confirmatory, though in an interrogative form: “Is
it not (good), if...?”. So also Long (2 Kings, 244) sees 2 Kgs 20.19b as “a counterpart to 
v.l9a”, and expresses agreement with Ackroyd’s handling of the Kings text.
213 “An Interpretation,” 337,338.
214 Isaiah 1-39, 262-266. The reason Seitz argues hard and long for a ‘favourable’ 
interpretation of Hezekiah in ch.39 is that the ‘usual’ interpretation would represent a 
“radical departure from the Hezekiah presentation that precedes” {Isaiah 1-39, 262). To 
view Hezekiah here as disobedient would, to Seitz, “represent an obvious departure from 
his portrayal elsewhere” (p.266). It would produce a harsh contrast to Seitz’s uniformly 
glowing picture of Hezekiah in chs.36-38 (cf. p.261).
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most of his discussion to the interpretation of the Chronicler, and not to the text of 
Isaiah, when the interpretation of Chronicles cannot establish the meaning of the 
Isaiah text.215
6.4.3 The Division in the Response
The text of v.8 divides into two halves, with the division marked and 
produced by (v.8ba). This raises the questions of why the text is divided in
this way, and what interpretation to place upon “and he said” or “and he
thought”. If ^  (v.8b) is interpreted as a causal conjunction (“for, because”), that 
being the most likely interpretation, the sentence might just as well run on without 
interruption, so why was it interrupted?
v.8a “Then said (*")ftRvl) Hezekiah to Isaiah”
v.8b “and he said p Q N vl) [not to Isaiah, but to himself]”
1 s
Is this contrast being made? Do we translate (as does the RSV): “For he thought” 
(v.8b), or as Watts: “Then he said”?217 Is v.8b quoted monologue, with Hezekiah’s 
thoughts presented from a first-person perspective (“my days)?218
The phrase “And he said” is occasionally repeated, even though the same 
character continues speaking. In v.8b, where this occurs, it cannot be indicating 
a pause or break in the character’s words, for v.8a does not hint that Hezekiah is 
expecting a response from Isaiah: v.8a is not a question, or a provocative comment
215 In a personal communication to the author, Christopher Seitz says that he did not wish 
the Chronicler to be ruled out (as so often done), and wanted to reintroduce him as part of
the Wirkungsgeschichte to be studied.
216 Beuken disputes the suggestion {Isaiah 11/2, 413).
ad loc. Sternberg {Poetics, 97) speaks of the notorious “ambiguity of the biblical ‘said' 
between thought and speech”.
218 See M. Niehoff, “Do Biblical Characters Talk to Themselves? Narrative Modes of 
Representing Inner Speech in Early Biblical Fiction,” JBL 111/4 (1992) 577-595.
219 Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 43. It is hardly sufficient to say, as Hull does {Hezekiah -  
Saint and sinner, 499 n.21) that the double speech report ,"!DNVI is “probably due to the 
implied author’s seven times use of in the narrative unit”, and thus requires no
further explanation (again p.528).
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to a prophet. It might be the case of ‘second thoughts’, with the A V translating: 
“And he said moreover” (emphasis mine), indicating the character of v.8b as an 
addition. V.8a is plainly a public statement; Hezekiah saying something that was 
intended for his immediate hearer, and this fact is indicated both by its content
(“which you have spoken [n"D"1]”) and by the “to Isaiah” (IJTJJET used by the 
narrator to introduce the short speech. V.8b, on the other hand, is a more general 
statement, not directed (it seems) to anyone in particular, and the narrator uses 
“said”, without any “to Isaiah” or “to him” etc. Hezekiah could be understood as 
speaking to himself (“my days”), with v.8b being a kind of internal monologue. 
This would make the passage more scenic and the point of view more internalised, 
and by doing so maximise characterisation. “And he said” p ftiC I)  can precede a 
character’s thoughts, which can sometimes have the addition, “and he said in his 
heart", but does not need to. On this view, v.8b is the narrator’s revelation of 
Hezekiah’s inner life, making Hezekiah’s thought more concrete by representing it 
in the form of interior monologue.222 The importance of trying to decide whether 
v.8b is (public) speech or (inner) thought is this: if the king spoke the words of v.8b 
out loud, then it is unlikely, or less likely, that the thought expressed is an unworthy
220 “In some instances the repetition of ‘said’ indicates something else than a pause for a 
reply to be given” (Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 44). Note the brief discussion of Robert Alter 
on a similar double introduction in speech by Gideon in Judges 8.23,24 (The World o f 
Biblical Literature [London: SPCK, 1992] 126,127). Alter observes that in dialogue in 
most instances in which a speaker completes one statement and then begins another with a 
new “Ift>01 formula of introduction, the reader is invited to wonder why there was no 
intervening response from the other party to the dialogue. Has something inferable from 
the narrative situation transpired in the silence between the first speech and the second by 
the same character? In the present case, assuming that both speeches are made out loud 
and to Isaiah, perhaps a look of puzzlement on the face of the prophet, wondering how the 
king could call the word just announced “good”, so that v.8b gives the required 
explanation (“For...”). But would Isaiah be puzzled, even if the reader is?
221 nBar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 63: “in ancient times thought was considered to be inner, 
soundless speech.” For biblical instances: Gen 8.21; 17.17; 1 Sam 27.1.
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one. But if it is his thoughts that are recorded (translating, “Then he thought”), there 
is the possibility that the thought is one that a man might be loath to verbalise.
A repeated introduction may consist, as it does here, of a verb of speaking
and no more p f t i n ) ,  providing no new information. The repeated introduction 
appears to be a matter of free choice by the narrator.224 Isa 39.8 is Meier’s only 
listed example of the phenomenon in Isaiah of the interruption of the words of one 
speaker on a single topic by a second introduction. Undoubtedly it is Hezekiah who
is the subject of (“and he said”), for the content of the speech identifies
him, namely, “in my days”. This seemingly redundant restatement, “and he 
said”, cannot be viewed as a helpful reminder as to who is speaking, for v.8a is no 
lengthy peroration, the restatement coming after only one brief sentence. Nor 
can it be interpreted as being due to (and indicating) a significant temporal gap 
between the single character’s words.
Meier cites 2 Kgs 20.19 (//Isa 39.8) as a possible example of “repetition as 
an indication of the juxtaposition of different literary sources or supplementary 
editorial comments”, with the textual evidence in the LXX tradition of 2 Kgs 
20.19b giving some endorsement to this view with the indication that the material is
Cf. Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation, 38: “The Bible is capable of showing the inner 
life of its characters, and what the reader knows of the inner life adds to the total 
characterization of the individual.”
22'’ See Revell, “Repetition,” 91-110; idem, Designation, 60,61.
224 See “Repetition,” 97 n.15, where Revell gives Meier’s listing of such cases; from 
Samuel A. Meier, Speaking o f Speaking: Marking Direct Discourse in the Hebrew Bible 
(SVT 46; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1992) 76.
225 Revell, “Repetition,” 100 n.21.
226 If it was “in your days” (“pft'O), the speaker (presumably) would be Isaiah, and it 
would be a dialogue in which the speakers alternate in the usual way. V.4a pftK vl) is 
another example where the speaker (Isaiah that time) is identified by the content of the 
speech (another question, and “JifOD [“in your house”]).
Meier, Speaking o f Speaking, 74,75. “Since short speeches have this reidentification 
and long speeches do not, this solution is inadequate. Length of discourse is irrelevant to 
this phenomenon” (p.74).
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not in all manuscripts. This does not however alter the fact that the text before us in 
its MT form has v.8b, with the requirement to come to an understanding of it. 
Meier’s critique of M. Shiloah’s earlier study is well made, and we must not 
suggest just any explanation that appears to ‘make sense’ of the repetition.
A repeated introduction to speech using ")DKVI is to be seem as “a repeated 
attribution of speech”. We do not need to jump to the conclusion that in
v.8b must mean “and he thought”. The repetition of speech introduction within the 
words of the single speaker Hezekiah represents these words as two speeches. The 
relationship between the two may be assigned to one of three categories (so Revell), 
and Revell assigns Isaiah 39.8 to his group I: the second speech is not directly 
related to the first.2’1 Within this category, the first speech responds to a previous 
speech by the addressee (as v.8a clearly does), and the second represents some 
concern of the speaker and represents the speaker’s own initiative. Whether v.8b is 
audible speech or thought, this added statement maximises characterisation. 
Isaiah’s oracle did not require that Hezekiah add v.8b, but that he did add it says 
much about Hezekiah. It is an ‘inside look’ into Hezekiah, and it is that, whether 
speech or thought.
228 Speaking o f Speaking, 75.
229 “And he said...and he said,” in Sefer Korngrin (ed. Asher Vaizer; Tel Aviv: “Niv”, 
1964) 251-267 [Hebrew], especially p.264, where he deals with the present verse under his 
fifth category (CT315!? □’’ETN). He views 20.18b as offering an interpretation (*1E?D) of 
Hezekiah’s amazing words (DTnDnn TH3“1). According to Meier, “Shiloah erred in 
arguing an extreme position (i.e., all cases are literarily defensible) with an unrestrained 
freedom of imagination that was confused with the biblical writer’s intent” (Speaking of 
Speaking, 81).
2j0 Revell, “Repetition,” 101,102. Revell continues: “It is another form of redundant 
reference to an important character which is exemplified by the use of overly specific 
nominal designations discussed above. The repetition of an introduction to speech 
impresses the identity of the speaker (and sometimes of the addressee) on the reader’s 
attention in association with the speech.”
231 “Repetition,” 102 n.24.
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As Revell admits, the boundaries between his categories are not distinct, so 
v.8 could also be associated with his group II: the second speech complements the 
first, ~ with v.8b an explanation of v.8a (“for”), if that is the way to interpret “O. 
The main function of the repetition is to show that those words of that speaker 
deserve particular attention, to high-light the second speech as complement to the 
first. It gives an explanation, as Hezekiah sees it, of how the prophet’s stern oracle 
can be considered “good”, and the repetition of “and he said” between the two parts 
invites the reader to pay particular attention to the second.
An added difficulty in interpreting 39.8b is that the words come right at the 
end of the passage, so that it has (because of its position) little or no narrative 
function in the promotion of the overall plot. Isaiah has no opportunity to react or 
not react to the words of Hezekiah for nothing is recorded after 39.8. We cannot, 
then, apply N iehoffs rule: “If someone’s utterances can safely be omitted without 
any impact on the unfolding of the story, it can be assumed that those words are an 
end in themselves and thus likely to be introverted speech.” “An obvious formal 
indication of such self-reflective speech may be the complete lack of any response 
to the utterance of someone who is represented as actually addressing others.”* 2 *’4 
This too cannot be applied to 39.8.
Cynthia L. Miller refers to four examples, 2 Kgs 20.19a,b (//Isa 39.8a,b) 
being one of them, where what the speaker says to an addressee is juxtaposed to 
what the speaker says (that is, thinks) to himself.235 The other three examples are 1 
Sam. 17; 2 Sam 13.32-33 and Gen 38.1 1.236 None of these three is exactly the same
ZJZ “Repetition,” 103.
233 “Do Biblical Characters Talk to Themselves?,” 582.
234 Ibid.
2’5 Representation, 294-295.
236 In the case of 2 Sam 13.32-33, the speech of Jonadab to David, it is in two parts
(vv.32,33), but there is no repeated introduction to speech, "IDK*1! or the like, in v.33a, but 
only nrun (“Now therefore). Further, it is clear that Jonadab continues to address David
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as the case that concerns us, nor as difficult to interpret. 2 Sam 15.3,4 is a closer 
example, noting that there too, the first speech used a second person form and the 
second reported speech uses a first person form. I have not, however, found any 
Bible translation that represents 2 Sam 15.4 as internal speech (thought) rather than 
speech.
V.8b is in the form of speech without sound, but otherwise just like speech, 
and so is given the same introduction O ftX vl), but this leaves us with the difficulty 
of determining whether it was spoken or unspoken speech. We favour the latter, 
but even if it was the former, it opens a window on Hezekiah’s ‘inner life’, and so 
shows itself to be crucial for a proper characterisation of the king.
6.4.4 The Meaning of 39.8 in Context
Our contention is that v.8 reflects the language and piety of the Psalter, and 
that, like the closing verses of ch.38 (esp. 38.20,22), the final words o f Hezekiah 
express a devotion to YHWH’s temple and the desire to dwell in the temple. One 
connection between these verses is that they close their respective chapters, so that 
this, in itself, invites the reader to compare them, seeking a degree of similarity 
and/or dissimilarity. Furthermore, “in my days” O’ft'O) (39.8) recalls the earlier 
expression “all the days of our life” (U ^n in 38.20, which makes v.8b, in
context, the language of devotion. In this way the question at the close of ch.38 is 
(in effect) picked up. Some of Hezekiah’s sons will be in the “palace” (b ^ H ) of 
the king of Babylon (39.7), but Hezekiah himself is satisfied with the prospect of 
spending his remaining days in the “house” (temple) of YHWH.238
in v.33 (“my Lord the king”), so this is not (against Miller) an illustration of this feature at
all.
237 Bar-Efrat gives this as an example {Narrative Art, 44,45).
238 L*The use of in 39.7 stands out, given the repeated use of IT’D (“house”) through 
the chapter (see above).
As we have seen already, the language used in v.8 reflects the earlier 
language of prayer (cf. 38.3,17-19), and we can find further comparisons with the 
Psalter itself (cf. Pss. 23.6 [“and 1 shall dwell in the house of YHWH for ever
( D’O' T i * ) ] ;  27.4 (“that I may dwell in the house of YHWH all the days of my
life rn ,a,-‘?3]); 65.5 [Eng. 4]; 84.5 [Eng. 4]; 122.1» etc.). This is the climax of 
Hezekiah’s routine resort to the “house of YHWH” in a crisis (37.1,14; 38.22), so 
that his final response to what was, at first, an unrecognised crisis, is to exult in the 
prospect o f dwelling in the temple of YHWH. This is also an acknowledgment of 
the greater kingship of YHWH (given the vision of ch.6). Chs.36-39 ends with the 
prophecy o f the loss of royal treasure (39.6) and some of the royal sons (39.7), but 
this leaves Hezekiah strangely unmoved and puzzlingly undisturbed (39.8). The 
explanation is that Hezekiah has seen the vision of something greater: the kingship 
of YHWH is the important thing.
6.4.5 Making for Closure
The (now) common chronological argument that chs.36-37 and chs.38-39 
can easily be reversed in order, namely chs.38-39,36-37 (this being the supposed 
chronological order), and that the only reason for the present ordering of the 
chapters is that eh.39 prepares for chs.40ff, the ‘Babylonian ha lf of the book, needs 
to be critically examined.
The order of the material is certainly not chronological, and some scholars 
have thought that this deformation of chronology could only have arisen as a result 
of a desire to conclude the section (chs.36-39) with the preview of the Babylonian 
exile, which 39.6-7 is supposed to give.239 Some, such as Groves,240 have sought to
See Williamson, The Book Called Isaiah, 208ff.
240 Groves, Actualization, 196: “in II Kings 18-20 this climactic awareness of exile leads to 
-  nothing. Therefore, to detect a purposive ordering of the stories, one must look to the 
Isaianic setting, where the climax of Isa 39 focuses the reader’s attention upon the 
Deutero-Isaianic deliverance. Consequently, the order of the stories in Isa 36-39 appears 
tailored to the Isaianic context and reflects a purpose lacking in the Deuteronomistic
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turn this into a diachronic argument for the original settings of the stories in an 
Isaianic context. The argument can be countered, and we do so, not in the interests 
of arguing for the opposite viewpoint,241 but to give synchronic concerns priority. 
In the Kings context, it can be demonstrated that 2 Kgs 20.17-18 (//Isa 39.6-7) 
prepare for 2 Kgs 24.12-16, which actually depict exile of the royal family and 
taking away of royal treasures,242 and as well the final placement of 20.12ff in the 
sequence of three stories leads into Manasseh’s reign and its baneful consequences 
for Judah (2 Kings 21).24’ Leaving diachronic arguments to one side, however, 
Davies' comment concerning Isaiah 39 as an introduction to chs. 40ff is pertinent: 
“It is not of course an ideal link, since the fate of the royal family is not something 
in which these chapters...show any interest.”244 This is the point needing attention 
in an examination of the book of Isaiah: the non-mention of the kings in David’s 
line after Isaiah 39.245
context.” Groves does not appeal to 38.6, but to the generally accepted dates of Merodach- 
baladan’s reign (721-710, 703 BC) in relation to the 701 BC invasion. The reason that 
suggests itself to Groves is that ch.39 refers to the Babylonian exile and “acts as herald for 
Deutero-Isaiah.” In the present arrangement of the stories, the putting of ch.39 
immediately before chs.40ff, “we are forcefully reminded of the exile just prior to the 
oracles of deliverance.” Smelik makes a similar comment (“Distortion,” 74); so too 
Young, Isaiah II, 560; Walton, “New Observations,” 132.
241 This is, for instance, Williamson’s aim (The Book Called Isaiah, 209). Kissane in fact 
used the chronological deformation to argue for Kings as the original setting (The Book of 
Isaiah, I, 382).
242 Cf. Clements, Isaiah and the Deliverance o f Jerusalem, 52-71; idem, “The Isaiah 
narrative,” 209-220; Begg, “2 Kings 20:12-19,” 27-38; E. Theodore Mullen, Jr., “Crime 
and Punishment: The Sins of the King and the Despoliation of the Treasuries,” CBQ 54 
(1992) 247; yet note M. Brettler, “2 Kings 24:13-14 as History,” CBQ 53 (1991) 541-552, 
who notes the non-mention of Jehoiachin’s sons in 24.12,15 (p.544).
24j Seitz, whom we would otherwise suppose would follow Smelik at this point, is 
convinced that the material of Isaiah 39 “has its primary home in the DtrH” (Zion’s Final 
Destiny, 185,188).
244 “The Destiny of the Nations,” 102 (suspension points mine).
245 Conrad, Reading Isaiah, 144: “The implied death of Hezekiah in the Book of Isaiah 
suggests the death of the Davidic kingship itself.”
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There are, as noted by Seitz,246 other features that are responsible for giving 
eh.39 (esp. vv.5-8) “the character of a finale”, irrespective of when the visit of the 
envoys is to be dated relative to other noted events, making it “hard to conceive of 
ch.39 occupying any other place than the one it does as the final element in a 
series” . (1) The final remark of Hezekiah (v.8), whatever its precise import, is on 
any reckoning a remarkable one, and “could only with difficulty appear anywhere 
but last in the series” .247 (2) The same holds for Isaiah’s oracle of doom (w.5-7), 
“which peers into the future in a way that would be heartily inappropriate, and 
certainly preemptive, before the narratives of 36-37.”248 (3) Further, argues Seitz, 
the mention of the Assyrian deliverance in 38.6, chronologically curious as it may 
be, requires the preceding story of Assyrian assault for its sense and logic. The 
chapters, thus, cannot be easily swapped around and their order changed. We add 
the following arguments to those of Seitz: (4) Ch.39 presents a “scenic ending”,249 
and as often with scenic endings this ending is a “close up”, a final dialogue 
between the two main characters in the stories, Hezekiah and Isaiah, and the reader 
gets a final close-up picture of Hezekiah, on whom all the stories centre. (5) An 
enigmatic type of statement such as we find in 39.8 is just what we expect to find at 
an effective ending. In other words, ch.39 conforms to the expectations of an 
ending.
Zion’s Final Destiny, 151. 
Ibid.
Ibid.
246
247
248
249 .We make use of Marianna Torgovnick’s methodological framework (Closure in the 
Novel [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981], summarised on pp. 1-19, 198-231), 
and of Jan Jaynes Granovski’s application of Torgovnick’s model to the end of Kings, 
“Jehoiachin at the King’s Table,” 173-188. The contrast is between scene and epilogue 
(the further material in 2 Kgs 20.20,21 gives the Kings form of the text an epilogue
ending).
250 Torgovnick, Closure in the Novel, 11: “the scenic ending presents a final dialogue 
between two or more characters, which is intensely focused and usually presented without 
authorial commentary.”
251 Cf. Torgovnick, Closure in the Novel, 14,15.
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And with regard to ch.39 itself, what are the features of v.8 that make for a 
resolution? How does v.8 allow a relief of tension, and in so doing bring the plot to 
a satisfying conclusion? V.8 is an effective ending, but we need to study why it is 
an effective ending. This is achieved in a number of ways.
Hezekiah anticipates that there will be peace “in fhis] days” (v.8b) because 
Isaiah’s prophecy concerns future days (v.6a, □*’XD nJH), and use is made of 
□V?ts in later endpieces (48.22; 57.21).252 There is a parallel to be seen with the 
fifteen year reprieve granted in ch.38 (38.5). As in that chapter, so here, Hezekiah is 
satisfied with a ‘stay of execution’, and the fact that this is another reprieve helps to 
make this a satisfying ending for the reader -  it fits into a predetermined pattern.
Hezekiah has the ‘last word’ in ch.39 as he did in ch.38 (38.22). This again 
helps the reader to feel that it is an appropriate ending for the present chapter. What 
is more, we have suggested a thematic connection exists between the two verses.
Hezekiah’s acceptance of Isaiah’s prediction (v.8a) allows a partial 
resolution of the plot, marking the end of the chapter. There is a kind of resolution 
with Hezekiah’s acceptance of the doom pronounced (v.8a) and how he consoles 
himself (v.8b). Plot is the building and relaxation of tension. Tension comes in 
v.3. Hezekiah and the reader were made to realise that ‘something was wrong’, 
because of the tone of Isaiah’s questions. If Hezekiah was happy to receive the 
envoys (v.2a, PlftiZn), the prophet did not seem to have the same reaction, and 
tension builds further with the prophet’s oracle (vv.5-7), but v.8 allows some
252 Most recently reviewed by John W. Olley (“‘No Peace’ in a Book of Consolation. A 
Framework for the Book of Isaiah?,” VT XLIX,3 [1999] 351-370), who sees a thematic 
connection between the three verses in the same note of “limitation” of (p.364) to 
the righteous, and in the case of 39.8, to Hezekiah who turned to YHWH. Cf. Delitzsch, 
Biblical Commentary II, 128-129; B.O. Banwell, “A Suggested Analysis of Isaiah xl-lxvi,” 
ExpTim 76(1964-65) 166.
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relaxation of tension. Thus, ch.39 ends, not with a total relief of tension (for the 
oracle is not reversed, as in 38.5), but with a partial relaxation of tension.25 ’
The death of Hezekiah is not recorded, but it is at least implied, in that the 
disaster will not overtake him “in fhis] days” (v.8b), but will take place beyond his 
days in the days of his sons. In an empirical narrative of biographical form, the 
death (or anticipated death) of the hero is the most obvious correlative for the 
resolution which the plot demands.254 Hezekiah’s implied death thus makes for 
resolution. An implied death is enough to do this.
The narrative effect of v.8 is to project the reader beyond the days of 
Hezekiah (“my days”) in which there will be peace, to the days anticipated in vv.6 
and 7, which is the period that chs.40ff assume has taken place. In ch.40 the period 
of distress is looked back on (cf. 40.2, “her warfare is ended”).
In summary then, the response of Hezekiah to the prediction of Isaiah is a 
godly one and shows a genuine acceptance of YHWH’s word and will as delivered 
through the prophet. The ending is effective in bringing the plot to a satisfying 
conclusion, even though there is only a partial resolution of narrative tension. In 
the case of ch.39, it could be argued that this is the right way to end the narrative, in 
that this is only the end of the corpus of narratives that make up chs.36-39 and not 
the end of the book.
6.4.6 The Character of Hezekiah
Isa 39.8 is crucial for any evaluation of the character of Hezekiah. Any such 
evaluation must be tentative until this verse has been accommodated. The speech 
of a person is particularly crucial in the proper discernment of motivation, 
especially ‘last words’, and in this respect v.8 is the key to any characterisation of
253 Cf. Torgovnick, Closure in the Novel, 6: “The test [of effective closure] is the honesty 
and appropriateness of the end’s relationship to beginning and middle, not the degree of 
finality or resolution achieved by the ending” (addition mine). The fact that ch.39 allows 
only a partial resolution of tension need not detract from its effectiveness as an ending.
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Hezekiah. The most essential element in characterisation is the “inward life”, 
and the technique for presenting the inward life is that of interior monologue, an 
unbroken soliloquy, such as we find in v.8b (brief though it may be).
It has been frequently asserted that ch.39 gives a less positive presentation of 
Hezekiah’s character when compared to the previous three chapters, and that we see 
a ‘fall' from the godly Hezekiah of chs.36-38. For example, we see no prayer to 
avert the dire fate announced by the prophet (cf. 38.3). Hezekiah who earlier had 
prayed, does not intercede here, which we might have expected, especially given 
his success in intercession in chs.37 and 38. This is frequently attributed to a self- 
interest motive: that the announced doom is for a time later than his own. This is 
characterisation by contrast, contrast with earlier action (or inaction) by the same 
character. Faced with a crisis (at first unperceived, but certainly perceived after 
vv.5-7), Hezekiah does not pray or appeal for prayer, as he did on earlier occasions 
(cf. 37.3-4,14-20; 38.2,3), and that though his earlier prayers met with a favourable 
response from God (cf. 37.21; 38.5). Repetition of the same behaviour invites 
labelling it as a character-trait, ' thus responding to a crisis with prayer (or requests 
for prayer) becomes a character-trait of Hezekiah, and this fact makes its absence in 
v.8b all the more noticeable and requiring an explanation. In the present case, this is 
all the more teasing, given that Hezekiah uses the language of prayer (as 
demonstrated above) but does not actually pray.
254 Scholes and Kellogg, The Nature o f Narrative, 212,214. See Ackroyd, “The Death of 
Hezekiah,” 219-25.
255 Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 73: “A valuable contribution to the shaping of...characters is
made by their (verbal) reactions to things that are said to them” (suspension points mine).
256 Scholes and Kellogg, The Nature o f Narrative, 171.
257 In the words of Scholes and Kellogg: “direct, immediate presentation of the unspoken 
thoughts of a character without any intervening narrator” (The Nature o f Narrative, 177).
258 This is the view of O’Connell, among many others (Concentricity and Continuity, 126), 
and O'Connell sees this as aiming to lessen (and even reverse) the reader’s initial estimate 
of Hezekiah’s character formed on the basis of his earlier prayers and actions, forcing a 
retrospective réévaluation of chs.36-38 (Concentricity and Continuity, 139 n.2).
259 Cf. Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction, 39.
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Another way in which ch.39 has been perceived to be a counterpoint to the 
emphases of earlier chapters with regard to the portrait of Hezekiah is his joyful 
reception of the Babylonian envoys. His showing them everything is interpreted 
against warnings against foreign alliances. Oswalt views Hezekiah as having 
failed to learn the lessons of chs.7-35, and even brilliantly exampled in chs.36-37, 
about YHWH’s ability to deliver without resort to foreign help. As well as that, 
with the characterisation of Hezekiah particularly in mind, Oswalt sees ch.39 as 
teaching that Hezekiah is no messianic figure, so that trust is not to be reposed in 
any human leader -  if  Hezekiah too is capable of failure. In a similar way, Hobbs, 
working in the Kings context, gives a very negative evaluation of Hezekiah in the 
chapter, seeing “a large gap” standing between Hezekiah of the previous chapters (2 
Kings 18-19) and that of 2 Kings 20.261 It is possible, in terms of narratorial 
strategy, that there is plotted a degeneration of Hezekiah’s character, but that has to 
be established. As argued above, there is no hint in 39.1,2 that foreign alliances 
form the background to the actions of either side.
With regard to theories of unilateral Hezekiah idealisation, the presentation 
of ch.39 poses the greatest challenge, for the present chapter would seem to stand in 
clear tension with such a move. The strongest proponent of such idealisation has 
been Ackroyd, who seeks to establish a trajectory, and speaks of “the evolution of 
the figure of Hezekiah”, and “the scale toward idealisation”. As expressed by 
Seitz,264 “One would think that chapter 39 ...might create a problem in this scheme
E.g. Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 692: “Instead of trusting God, there is every indication that
Hezekiah is trusting the nations, as represented by Babylon.”
261 2 Kings, 296; Sweeney is another who stresses the contrast in the presentation of 
Hezekiah in ch.39 with the preceding chapters, proposing redactional explanations for the
difference (Isaiah 1-39, 483).
262" “An Interpretation,” 350; details on p.344. Gerbrandt is another who wants to speak of 
the “idealization” in the depiction of Hezekiah, with Gerbrandt looking at the text of Kings 
(Deuteronomistic History, 88,89).
263 “The Death of Hezekiah,” 22.
264 Zion's Final Destiny, 156 (suspension points mine).
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of unilateral movement.” The characterisation of Hezekiah is, however, more 
complex than the ‘idealisation’ scheme of Ackroyd and others would allow, and it 
is not a simple matter of idealisation, or, on the other hand, the attribution of fault, 
as our study of eh.39 has sought to show. In this respect, eh.39 is no different than 
preceding chapters. O ’Connell, still thinking too much in terms of idealisation/ 
non-idealisation, proposes that ch.39 forms a deliberate contrast with the 
idealisation of Hezekiah in chs.36-38, O ’Connell’s point being that “the disclosure 
of his relative dispassion for the welfare of future Jerusalem may leave the reader
265somewhat disillusioned with Hezekiah as a model of Davidic kingship."“
6.5 Conclusion
In summary, then, we may say the focus on Hezekiah in ch.39, brought out 
in many ways, is not with the purpose of idealising him, nor of attributing blame for 
the downfall of the Davidic house. As we have sought to demonstrate, the fault or 
innocence of Hezekiah -  Hezekiah as an ideal or non-ideal figure -  is not the point 
of the three narratives that have formed the focus of this study. In this last verse 
Hezekiah is again (cf. 37.4,16-20; 38.20,22) the mouthpiece of the ideology of the 
narrative. In it Hezekiah the Davidic king accepts and lauds the kingship of 
YHWH, with Hezekiah being content to enjoy God-given “peace” and God’s 
“faithfulness” (IlftK) in the worship that attaches to “the house of YHWH”, the
265 Concentricity and Continuity, 139 n.2. He goes as far as to speak of the “artificial 
idealization of the Judean king, Hezekiah, in Isa 36:1-38:20”, interpreting it as deliberate, 
and done with the following two aims: “(1) to portray Hezekiah, even if only temporarily, 
as the fulfilment of the reader’s hope for an ideal Davidic king; and (2) to heighten, 
through the withholding of essential information, the reader’s sense of disappointment 
when it finally becomes evident that Hezekiah fails to fulfill that hope” (Concentricity and 
Continuity, 140). This turns 39.8b into a kind of self-incriminating and deflating 
punchline, requiring a modification of the reader’s original conjectures about Hezekiah’s 
good character (see Rimmon-Kenan’s discussion of what she calls the “recency effect”, 
which encourages the reader to assimilate all previous information to the last item 
mentioned [Narrative Fiction, 120]).
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palace of the divine King. There is a transition from human kingship to divine 
within the book, but Hezekiah’s (inadvertent) involvement in, and even approval of 
it, prevents disunity appearing. Isaiah 40ff with their emphasis on the kingship of 
God (40.10; 41.21; 44.6; 45.15), and with their non-mention (and non-interest) in 
Davidic kingship, is only what is to expected after chs.36-39. In this way, royal 
language and hopes in the first part of the book of Isaiah are brought into 
coordination with what is said in the second half.
266 In that sense, this verse fulfils a function like Psalm 145.1 in the Psalter, which psalm, as argued for by Gerald H. Wilson (“The Shape of the Book of Psalms,” Interp XLVI [1992] 133,141), marks “the real climax of the Psalter”, followed as it is by a grouping of five final ¡ T H ^ n  Psalms (Pss. 146-150; cf. idem, The Editing o f the Hebrew Psalter [SBLDS 76; Chico: Scholars Press, 1985] 226-227). That psalm pictures David as extolling YHWH as the true king who alone is worthy of praise (v.la, “I will extol thee, my God and King”), and in this way, David, mouthing the theology of the Psalter in its final form, eases the ‘transition’ from the focus on Davidic kingship early in the Psalter (Books I-III) to the later focus on divine kingship (Books IV-V).
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
CONCLUSIONS
My close study of Isaiah 36-39 has focussed on their contribution to the 
theme of kingship, and has been carried out within the context of an exploration of 
the theme within the wider book in its final MT form. The effective side-lining of 
Isaiah 36-39 in recent discussions of kingship within the book of Isaiah has meant 
that this theme has not been seen as contributing to the book’s thematic coherence. 
We have argued that the quarantining of these four narrative chapters cannot be
justified, given their extensive use of the root and the ‘cast’ of kings that
inhabit them. This, together with the correlation between chs.36-39 and the earlier 
section, 6.1-9.6, is enough to warrant our examination of the chapters for the light 
they may throw on kingship as presented in the book of Isaiah.
The survey offered a nuanced presentation of the theme of kingship, human 
and divine, in earlier and later chapters of the book of Isaiah. 1.26 anticipates the 
return to earlier theocratic models rather than the maintenance or restoration of 
Davidic kingship. There is a studied ignoring of the figure of the king (e.g. 3.1-3), 
and pictures of the endtime fail to feature a human king (2.1-4; 4.2-6). The implied 
contrast in kingships in Isaiah 6 reveals the need to study the kingship of YHWH 
and Davidic kingship in tandem, comparing and contrasting the two. In Isaiah 6-11 
emphasis is placed on the activity and initiative of YHWH. Isaiah 9 and 11 predict 
a future Davidic ruler, though his role is severely circumscribed. Although Isaiah 
13-35 focus on divine kingship, Davidic connections are in no way denied (16.5). 
None of this can be taken to mean that the promised Davidic figure is ‘easily 
dispensable' or that his absence in Isaiah 40ff requires no explanation. The rule of 
a Davidide, however modified and ‘toned-down’, is anticipated, and so its absence 
in chs.40ff is something that remains to be explained. This thesis argues that only 
an examination of Isaiah 36-39 provides the required ‘transition’ between earlier 
and later views of kingship in the book of Isaiah.
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Recent scholars have tended to maintain a fundamental distinction between 
Davidic royal hopes in chs.9,11 and 16 (maybe also ch.32), and the loss of these in 
chs.40ff, wherein is found an almost exclusive emphasis on divine kingship. The 
servant passages are discounted as contributing to the theme of kingship. In Isaiah 
40ff royal traditions are applied to the Israelite community. Though exalted titles 
are used of Cyrus, and he is given certain ‘Davidic’ tasks, great caution is needed in 
applying any kind of ‘messianism’ to Cyrus. Within chs.40-55 there is nothing 
even remotely approaching polemic against or a critique of kingship in its Davidic 
form. The democratic application of the terms of the Davidic covenant occurs 
without apology or the perceived need for explanation. 55.3 does speak of a 
démocratisation of Davidic kingship, and this means, in context, that kingship is 
taken away from the Davidic house. There is nothing in chs.40ff that refers to the 
earlier Davidic hope nor anything that explains its absence. The survey simulated 
the artificial quarantining of chs.36-39 that generally has taken place in scholarly 
surveys of kingship within the book of Isaiah. I argue that the required apology and 
explanation for such a move is provided by the narratives of chs.36-39.
Sennacherib’s attack on Jerusalem (Isaiah 36-37) is in effect one directed 
personally at Hezekiah, whose position as king is threatened. The narrative depicts 
a one-sided clash of kings. The god-like claims made by Sennacherib set him up as 
a blasphemer and a rival to YHWH the king. The narrative foregrounds the role of 
Hezekiah, but not with the view to either idealising him or severely criticising him. 
Assyrian arguments are cogent enough to place a question mark over Hezekiah’s 
trust in YHWH, but the narrative falls short of providing convincing proof of his 
involvement in foreign alliances. His is a mixed characterisation. His ‘routine’ 
resort to the “house of YHWH” (37.2,14) amounts to an acknowledgement of the 
higher kingship of YHWH. Hezekiah is made the mouthpiece of the ideology of 
the narrative, whose focus is the fate of kings. Hezekiah has the honour of being 
the first to define the situation as the clash between God and mocking Sennacherib 
(37.4). His prayer (37.16-20) stresses the kingship of YHWH and its universal
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acknowledgement, thus expressing the theological point of the narrative. The role 
of human kings, whether Judean or foreign, in this story wherein kings compete and 
clash, is to proclaim the higher kingship of YHWH. It is the role of Isaiah to 
predict and announce the fate of kings (37.5-7,21-35; cf. 38.1,5-6; 39.5-7). The 
story closes with the fulfilling of his prediction concerning the fate of the mocking 
king of Assyria, confirming the narrative’s interest in the fate of kingship in its 
human dimensions. The implications of this for Hezekiah’s own kingship are 
explored in Isaiah 38 and 39.
Hezekiah’s life-threatening illness is to be viewed as another ‘attack’ on him 
(Isaiah 38) and raises the issue of the succession and the continuation (or non­
continuation) of the royal house of Judah. It is the reaction of Hezekiah to the 
deadly challenge that is highlighted. As in the previous narrative, royal prayer is 
crucial for turning the situation around (38.5; cf. 37.21). A sign is given as a signal 
of Hezekiah’s personal survival (38.7-8), but the narrative does not end at that 
point. The future role of the king and his sons is seen in terms of worship in the 
“house of YHWH”, which in this book speaks of divine kingship. Hezekiah’s piety 
is shown in his chief interest being the praise of God in the house of YHWH. 
Within Isaiah 38 there is a shift of interest. The narrative concerns more than just 
the survival of Hezekiah and questions about royal succession (v.l). That is where 
the narrative starts, but the “writing” of Hezekiah (vv.9-20) and his final request 
(v.22) move in another direction. They shift the focus of the text from the basic 
aspect of recovery from illness to the question of Hezekiah’s full restoration of 
relationship with YHWH and access to YHWH’s house. The story, then, is not so 
much about the survival of Hezekiah as the Davidic king as about God’s (higher) 
kingship. The initial concern of Isaiah 38 is with the continuation of the house of 
David, but by the close of the chapter that concern has been subsumed under the 
concern for YHWH’s house and its worship. The focus on divine kingship is made 
all the more pointed by the fact that it is King Hezekiah who voices it.
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The unrecognised ‘attack’ of Isaiah 39 results in the prophecy of the loss of 
royal treasure and the exile of royal sons (not national destruction and deportation, 
though scholars have usually generalised the threats in those terms). The reception 
of foreign envoys by Hezekiah is more the trigger than the cause of the oracle of 
doom. Hezekiah’s action of showing is crucial to what follows. The possessions on 
display are identified as his, and by means of comparing and contrasting the houses 
of Hezekiah and YHWH, the kingship of Hezekiah is set over against the kingship 
of YHWH. Isaiah’s oracle (39.5-7), though harsh, and a prediction of disaster for 
the royal house, is neither in form or content a judgment oracle. It cannot be said 
that Hezekiah is to blame for the demise of the royal house that is contemplated. 
Ch.39 forces the reader to reevaluate the David references in 37.35 and 38.5, for 
they can no longer be understood as representing an absolute divine commitment. 
Hezekiah’s final words (39.8) are crucial for any evaluation of his character. His 
response is a godly one and shows a genuine acceptance of the word of YHWH 
through the prophet. It uses the vocabulary of pious prayer, without being a prayer. 
The prediction leaves Hezekiah strangely undisturbed (39.8), and his response is to 
be understood as an acknowledgement that YHWH’s kingship is what really 
matters. Hezekiah expresses his contentment to be a participant in the worship that 
attaches to the house of YHWH, the palace of the divine King.
Our study confirms narrative in a prophetic book as a significant vehicle for 
thematic exploration. The focus on the royal figure of Hezekiah in chs.36-39 is not 
because he is seen as a (possible) fulfilment of the hope of chs.9,11,16 and 32, but 
is due to the fact that in his person the Davidic king accepts the demise of the royal 
house because of the ‘compensating fact’ of divine kingship. It is this that enables 
a satisfactory reconciliation of earlier and later expressions of kingship within the 
book of Isaiah, without recourse to postulated successive redactions or editions of 
the book.
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